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PUBLISHER’S NOTE 


Since the second edition of The Ancient Maya was published 
in 1947, much new material has come to light. To preserve the 
late Dr. Morley’s signal contributions and, at the same time, to 
serve the present-day reader’s needs, it was found necessary to re¬ 
vise the work and to take into account such recent discoveries as 
the wall paintings at Bonampak and the Palenque tomb. Late in 
1954 Dr. George W. Brainerd, Associate Professor of Anthropol¬ 
ogy at the University of California at Los Angeles, began the 
preparation of a third edition. 

Dr. Brainerd rewrote some material entirely; many sections, 
however, were left intact, and others were abridged in order to 
permit the addition of new material. He had corrected the galley 
proofs of the work and was planning to write a new, concluding 
chapter, “Appraisal of the Maya Civilization,” when his work 
was cut short by his untimely death in February 1956. The final 
chapter was written by Betty Bell, who had served as editorial as¬ 
sistant to Dr. Brairierd and was well acquainted with his intentions. 
Mrs. Bell also prepared the Notes, revised the Bibliography, and 
helped in innumerable other ways to bring the work to its com¬ 
pletion. 

Professor Norman A. McQuown, of the University of Chi- 
cago, gave his time and advice on the presentation of the linguistic 
material; Dr. Joseph Hester, of the University of California at 
Los Angeles, contributed his knowledge of Maya population and 
agricultural methods; Professor Gordon Willey, of Harvard Uni¬ 
versity, made helpful suggestions on the Index: to them we owe 
our thanks and appreciation. We also wish to thank Giles Healey, 
for material on and photographs of the Bonampak paintings, and 
Alberto Ruz, for photographs of the Palenque tomb. 


Stanford, California 
July 1956 



THE STORY of the Maya has been “in the writing” for more 
than sixteen hundred years} in fact, ever since the early part of 
the fourth century of the Christian Era, when the ancient Maya 
themselves began to carve their earliest known records on stone 
monuments. 

This purely Maya contribution to their history covers about 
twelve centuries (a.d, 320-1541), and while very little of his¬ 
torical detail as we understand it has survived, the Maya hiero¬ 
glyphic insaiptions, nevertheless, furnish us with a more accu¬ 
rate chronological background than that found anywhere else in 
aboriginal America. 

During the century (1550-1650) following the Spanish con¬ 
quest, a number of native as well as Spanish writers carry on the 
story for us. Educated Maya who had been taught by the early 
Catholic missionaries to write their language in the characters of 
the Spanish alphabet in order to facilitate their instruction in the 
Catholic faith set down brief summaries of their own ancient 
history, probably copied directly from their then still surviving 
historical manuscripts in the Maya hieroglyphic writing. 

In addition to the foregoing native sources, several of the 
early Franciscan Fathers have left admirable accounts of the Maya 
as they were in the middle-sixteenth century, by far the most im¬ 
portant being the contemporary narrative by Fray Diego de Landa, 
the second Bishop of Yucatan. His Relacion de las cosas de Yuca- 
tdn, written in 1566 and extensively quoted in the following pages, 
is unquestionably our leading authority on the ancient Maya. 

During the next two centuries (1650-1840) very little new 
was added to the Maya story, but in 1839-1841 John Lloyd 
Stephens, the American traveler, diplomat, and amateur archae- 
ol<^st, accompanied by Frederick Catherwood, an English artist, 
visited the Maya area twice and embodied his impressions there¬ 
upon in two outstanding works: Incidents of Travel in Cemral 



America^ Chiapas, and Yucatan (1841) and Incidents of Travel 
in Yucatan (1843). Both were illustrated by Catherwood’s supterb 
drawings} today, more than a hundred years later, they still re¬ 
main the most delightful books ever written about the Maya area. 

Stephens’ writings were chiefly responsible for bringing the 
great cities of the Maya civilization to the attention of the out¬ 
side world. Before the publication of his two books, the very 
existence of these cities was unknown outside of Yucatan and 
northern Central America, but, after their appearance, knowledge 
of the Maya, who developed our greatest native American civiliza¬ 
tion, became general on both sides of the Atlantic. With Stephens 
also begins the period of the modern exploration of this region. 

Since Stephens’ time many scientific institutions as well as indi¬ 
vidual students have been engaged in piecing together different 
parts of the Maya picture-puzzle. To mention all would expand 
this preface beyond reasonable limits, but the three most impor¬ 
tant should be noted: (i) the English archaeologist. Sir Alfred P. 
Maudslay, the results of whose fifteen years of exploration in the 
Maya region (1881-1894) were published in the magnificent 
section on Archaeology of the Biologia Centrali-Americana, the 
first scientific publication about the Maya civilization} (2) the Pea¬ 
body Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology of Harvard Uni¬ 
versity, which, between 1888 and 1915, sent many expeditions to 
the Maya area under able leaders who have made many important 
contributions to our knowledge of the ancient Maya} (3) the Car¬ 
negie Institution of Washington, which has been carrying on inten¬ 
sive studies in the Maya field for the past three decades. No fewer 
than twenty-five annual expeditions under trained archaeologists 
have been sent to different parts of the Maya area and a vast amount 
of new material in many fields—archaeology, ethnology, anthro¬ 
pometry, history, linguistics, agriculture, botany, zoology, geog¬ 
raphy, medicine, and epidemiology—^has been obtained. 

It will be seen from the foregoing that many different co(^ 
have had a hand in brewing the Maya broth as we have it today, 
but especially I wish to escpress here my deep gratitude to my 
colleagues in the Division of Historical Research of the Carnegie 


vii 



Institution of Washington, without whose untiring and unselfish 
studies in many phases of the Maya problem, often carried on 
under most trying, even perilous, conditions, this book could not 
have been written. 

The Maya story as related here may be divided thus: 

1. A description of the region where the Maya lived, the several 
branches into which they were divided, and their physical and 
psychological characteristics . . .* 

2. Maya history—the origin of their civilization, its rise, first 
florescence, and first decline . . . 

3. Ancient and modern Maya manners and customs—agriculture, 
government, social organization, life of the common people, 
religion, deities, hieroglyphic writing, arithmetic, chronology, 
astronomy, cities, architecture, sculpture, modeling, ceramics, 
textiles, basketry, matting, painting, lapidary art, mosaics, 
feather and metalwork, and flint chipping . . . 

4. An appraisal of the Maya civilization and its comparison with 
other aboriginal American cultures . . . 

Finally, if we are to grasp the real significance of the Maya 
story, and its essential meaning, we must realize that primarily it 
was one of the world’s most notable experiments in agriculture} 
in a word, that it was based exclusively upon and conditioned by 
the cultivation of maize, or Indian corn, than which nothing was 
of greater importance in ancient Maya life, nor indeed still is even 
today. 

Sylvanus Griswold Morley 

Hacienda Chen<ku 
Merida, Yucatan, Mexico 
June 7, 1946 

♦ The omitted material, of page references and dates, is not relevant to the 
present edition. 
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THE ANCIENT MAYA 



“If one looks closely he will find that every¬ 
thing [these Indians] did and talked about 
had to do with maize j in truth, they fell little 
short of making a god of it. And so much is 
the delight and gratification they got and still 
get out of their corn fields, that because of 
them they forget wife and children and every 
other pleasure, as if their corn fields were 
their final goal and ultimate happiness.”— 
Chronica de i.a Santa Provincia del 
Santissimo Nombre de Jesus de Guatte- 
MALA, Cap. VII (XVI‘ 1 > century MS). 



THE COUNTRY 


LOCATION 

PROJECTING NORTHWARD into the Gulf of Mexico lies 
the Peninsula of Yucatan, where, during the fourth to sixteenth 
centuries of the Christian Era, flourished the most brilliant civiliza¬ 
tion of the New World. This area, humid and tropical for the 
most part, presents a contrast to the climates where our civiliza¬ 
tion centers. The sparse and backward modern population of the 
Yucatan Peninsula underscores the changes which have taken place 
since this area was in the cultural vanguard of the Americas. 

The region in which the Maya civilization developed includes 
the present states of Yucatan, Campeche, Tabasco, the eastern half 
of Chiapas and the territory of Quintana Roo, in the Republic of 
Mexico; the Department of Peten and the adjacent highlands to 
the south in Guatemala; the western section of the Republic of 
Honduras and all of British Honduras—a total of some 125,000 
square miles. This is an area roughly equal to the six New Eng¬ 
land states, New York, New Jersey, and a quarter of Pennsyl¬ 
vania combined, or to the State of New Mexico. 

THREE NATURAL SUBDIVISIONS 

This region (Plate i) divides naturally into three general 
sections, the second and third merging without a clear-cut line of 
demarcation. These sections are: (i) the southern Maya area: 
the mountain ranges and intermediate plateaus—the Cordillera of 
Central America—which border the region to the south; (2) the 
central area: the interior drainage basin of the Department of 
Peten, Guatemala, and its adjacent exterior valleys, which together 
comprise the southern half of the Yucatan Peninsula; and (3) the 
northern area: the low limestone plain which is the northern half 



of the peninsula. The distinctive physiographic charactenstics of 
these regions limited, and perhaps even to a degree directed, the 
course of Maya culture, and should be studied for its under¬ 
standing. 

THE HIGHLANDS OF GUATEMALA, WESTERN HONDURAS, 

AND EASTERN CHIAPAS, MEXICO 

Somewhere in the highland region, probably in western Guate¬ 
mala, during the third or second millennium before Christ, was 
developed the agricultural system upon which the Maya civiliza¬ 
tion depended. This region is a high plateau with mountain ranges 
of volcanic origin separating the upland valleys, the highest peaks 
reaching elevations of more than 13,000 feet. Two principal river 
systems drain this region: (i) the Motagua River, rising in the 
Department of El Quiche, Guatemala, flowing progressively east, 
northeast, and north, empties into the Gulf of Honduras on the 
Caribbean coast; (2) the Usumacinta River (Plate 3«), which is 
composed of three tributaries—^the Pasion, the Salinas or Chixoy, 
and the Lacantun—forms the western boundary of the Depart¬ 
ment of Peten and empties into the Gulf of Mexico through several 
channels. The Usumacinta River with its tributaries was the prin¬ 
cipal water highway of the central Maya area. 

Human settlements in the Guatemala highlands are concen¬ 
trated in valleys at an altitude of 4, OCX) feet and more. The win¬ 
ters are dry and cool to cold, ice forming in the higher mountains. 
The summers are cooler than in the Peten and Yucatan lowlands 
to the north, and the rainy season—May through November—is 
somewhat shorter than in the Department of Peten. The upland 
plateaus and valleys are not so heavily forested as the lowlands. 
There are open grasslands in the valleys, while a variety of ever¬ 
greens and some deciduous trees clothe the mountain slopes. True 
forests disappear at about 10,000 feet, though massive conifers and 
other trees grow at still higher levels. The land is not cultivated 
above 10,000 feet, but on the upper slopes there are grassy areas 
now used for grazing. 

There are two large lakes in the highlands. Lake Amatitlan in 








t a) Cuchumatancs Mountains, Guatemala. 


Plate t . —Views of the Southern Highlands 


I b) Volcan de Agua, Guatemala, with Antigua in the foreground. 









the Department of Guatemala, and Lake Atitlan in the Depart¬ 
ment of Solola. The latter, surrounded by sharply rising moun¬ 
tains of volcanic origin, is one of the most spectacular lakes in the 
New World. Near the eastern end of the mountain chain is Lake 
Izabal, 30 miles long and 12 miles wide, which is connected with 
the Gulf of Honduras by the golfete and the Rio Duke (Plate i). 
The latter enters the Gulf of Honduras at the modern town of 
Livingston, Guatemala. 

Although the fauna of the highlands is by no means as abun¬ 
dant as that of the Peten and northern Yucatan, jaguars, pumas, 
deer, and small mammals are numerous. The gorgeous quetzal, 
the national bird of the Republic of Guatemala, is almost exclu¬ 
sively confined to the highlands of Guatemala and Honduras and 
the adjacent mountains of Chiapas, though found to a lesser extent 
as far south as Panama. 

Somewhere in the upland valleys of western Guatemala, In¬ 
dian corn or maize, the great food staple of ancient America, may 
have originated, perhaps sometime during the third millennium 
before Christ. 

THE LOWLANDS OF PETEN AND THE SURROUNDING VALLEYS 

The interior drainage basin of central Peten and its surrounding 
valleys form the second main division of the Maya area. The 
average elevation of the central Peten savanna is about jcx) feet 
above sea level, while the generally east-and-west-running ranges 
of hills enclosing the interior drainage basin rise perhaps another 
500 feet. This basin is about 60 miles long east and west, though 
never more than 20 miles wide. At the base of the range of hills 
forming the northern side of the drainage basin is a chain of thir¬ 
teen or fourteen lakes, several of which are connected in the rainy 
season. • The largest of these is Lake Peten Itza, the ancient name 
of which was Chaltuna (Plate 4^), located about midway of the 
basin east and west; this lake is 20 miles long by 3 miles wide. 

South of the range of hills on the southern side of the basin 
lies the great irregularly shaped savanna of central Peten. Few 
trees grow on this grassy plain (Pkte 4a). The soil is a close, red 




i) Usumacinta River near Yax- 
chilan, Chiapas. 
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clay, not suited to the cultivation of maize. This fact, coupled * 
with the almost complete absence of the remains of human habi- ^ 
tation, indicates that the savannas were largely unoccupied in 
ancient times. 

The few streams rising in the central savanna find their way 
south and west into the Pasion River. East of this central Peten 
savanna, in extreme southeastern Peten and southern British Hon¬ 
duras, rise the jagged Maya Mountains of relatively recent origin, 
the highest point of which. Cockscomb Peak, has an elevation of 
3,700 feet. The narrow coast plain east of the Maya Mountains 
is watered by a number of short streams which flow into the Carib¬ 
bean Sea. The largest, the Sarstoon River, forms part of the present 
boundary between British Honduras and Guatemala. 

In the low ranges to the northwest, north, and northeast of 
the interior drainage basin, six rivers of medium size have their 
origin; the first three, the San Pedro Martyr, the Candelaria, and 
the Mamantel, flowing generally west and north, empty into the 
Gulf of Mexico on the west side of the Yuatan Peninsula. The 
remaining three, the Hondo, the New, and the Belize or Old 
River, flow generally northeast and empty into the Caribbean Sea 
on the east side of the peninsula. 

The ranges of hills north of the central basin and the valleys 
between bear generally east and west; the southern slopes of the 
hills are sharp, the northern slopes dropping almost imperceptibly 
from each crest to the next watercourse. Both hills and valleys are 
covered with a dense tropial forest (Plate 3^) in which grow 
mahogany, sapodilla, rubber, mamey, Spanish cedar, ceiba or 
yaxche, the cofo or wild fig, breadnut, aguacate,’allspice, cohune 
palm, escoba palm, and many others. The forest averages from 
125 to 150 feet in height (Plate $0), but the undergrowth, except 
in the occasional swamps (Maya akalche) which dot the valley 
floors, remains relativdy sparse, owing to the dense shade afforded 
by the higher trees. 

It was in the valleys and on the northern slopes of the ridges— 
in fact, wherever there was high forest—that the ancient Maya 
built their ceremonial cento's. 






















In addition to Indian corn, other vegetables, fruits, and edible 
plants were cultivated: black and red beans, two kinds of squash, 
chayote, tomatoes, breadnut, cacao, and a variety of tubers—sweet 
potato, jicama, cassava, and several kinds of yams. Other economic 
plants raised were chili pepper, vanilla, and allspice for flavoring; 
and cotton, tobacco, fibers, and gourds. The forest itself yielded 
many useful materials—poles and withes for the framework of the 
houses, palm leaf for the thatching of roofs, resin of the copal 
tree (Maya pow) for incense in religious ceremonies. 

Animal life is much more abundant in this region than in the 
highlands to the south. The forests of Peten teem with jaguar, 
deer, brocket, peccary, tapir, monkeys, and smaller mammals such 
as armadillos, vampire bats, and agoutis. There are parrots, ma¬ 
caws, toucans, herons, hummingbirds; many game birds—par¬ 
tridges, quail, curassows, cojoUtes, doves, and the famous ocellated 
turkey, found only in Yucatan; vultures, hawks, and eagles. There 
are many reptiles, both poisonous and nonpoisonous: the python, 
the tropial rattler, the fer-de-lance or nahuyaca, the tropical moc¬ 
casin and other equally deadly pit vipers, the coral snake, and 
crocodiles. 

Most abundant of all is the insect life: ants of all kinds, ter¬ 
mites, hornets, the stingless bee (which makes the wild honey of 
the Yucatan Peninsula), butterflies, gnats, bloodsuckers, fleas, flies 
of all kinds and sizes, ticks, chiggers, and numerous other pests. 
At night there are hordes of mosquitoes and countless enormous 
fireflies. 

The climate of Petal is warmer than that of the southern high¬ 
lands, and more humid than that of northern Yucatan. The rainy 
season is longer, extending from May through January, and show¬ 
ers are not infrequent during the so-called dry months of Febru¬ 
ary, March, April, and May. The rainfall is high, increasing from 
about 70 inches in northern Peten to about 150 inches in the south 
as the Cordillera of Guatemala is approached. Water never 
freezes, though cold “northers” in the winter frequently drive 
the temperatures down into the 50’s Fahrenheit. The hottest 
months are April and May, just before the rains break, when the 
temperatures rise above 100“ F. 








Although this is today one of the most difficult New World * 
areas in which to live, it must have seemed an ideal environment * 3 
to the ancient Maya. Extensive areas were available for agricul¬ 
ture. Rich plant and animal resources supplied food, clothing, and 
medicine in great abundance. The loal limestone made a fine 
building material; not only was it easily quarried with tools of 
stone and wood (the only ones at the disposal of the ancient Maya 
builders), but it also hardens on exposure to the elements; on burn¬ 
ing, it reduces to lime. Finally, throughout the region there are 
beds of friable granular limestone, which the Maya Used, as we 
use sand and gravel, in making lime mortar. 

The earliest stone architecture and sculptured stone monuments 
are found at Uaxactun (Plate 19), forty miles north of the east¬ 
ern end of Lake Peten Itza. Here are found the oldest dates in 
the Maya hieroglyphic writing, going back to the first quarter of 
the fourth century after Christ. 

From this northern central section of Peten, Maya culture 
spread during the next two centuries until it had covered the entire 
peninsula of Yucatan and the adjacent valleys and northern slopes 
of the Cordillera to the south—the area of the Classic Maya cul¬ 
ture, which reached its golden age during the eighth century of 
the Christian Era. 

THE PLAIN OF THE NORTHERN YUCATAN PENINSULA 

The high Peten forest changes into the bush of the northern 
half of the peninsula almost imperceptibly. As one goes from south 
to north, the trees become lower; the giant mahoganies, sapodillas, 
Spanish cedars, and ceibas give place to lower trees and a much 
thicker undergrowth (Plate 5^). 

Palmetto grows in abundance along the east coast of the penin¬ 
sula. Some distance inland there is a long, finger-like extension 
of the southern rain forest which contains mahogany, Spanish 
cedar, sapodilla, and other hardwoods. This stand of high forest 
extends into the northeastern corner of Yucatan. 

The northern half of the peninsula is low and fiat; the humus ; 
is usually not more than a few inches in depth, as contrasted with 



t a) Sierra or low range of hills, northern Yucatan. 


Plate 6.—Views of the Northern Lowlands 


I b) Cenote or natural cavern, Valladolid, northern Yucatan. 


































































the Peten soil, which is two to three feet deep. There are extensive 
outcroppings of the porous native limestone (Tertiary and Re¬ 
cent), and owing to the immediate underground drainage of rain¬ 
fall there are almost no surface streams. 

A low range, not exceeding 300 feet in height, begins at Cham- 
poton on the west coast of the peninsula, runs as far north as the 
city of Campeche, turns northeast to the town of Maxcanu and then 
extends southeastward to beyond Tzuccacab in central northern 
Yucatan (Plate i). These hills are known locally as the serrama 
or pmc (Plate 6a). 

Only a few lakes and rivers are found, the latter little more 
than creeks. The largest body of water in the northern half of the 
peninsula is Lake Bacalar in southeastern Quintana Roo, which is 
3 5 miles long and only 6 or 7 miles wide. There are several smaller 
lakes and three small rivers which are little more than shallow 
arms of the sea. 

There are two large bays on the east coast—Ascension and 
Espfritu Santo—both relatively shallow. As one approaches the 
Guatemala border in southern Campeche and Quintana Roo, 
swamps become more frequent, but these are usually dry in the 
spring months. The ranges of east- and west-running hills grow 
progressively higher toward the south, until elevations of 1,000 
feet or more are reached in northern Peten. 

The northern half of the peninsula is unusually dry, owing 
to low rainfall and the extensive underground drainage. The only 
surface water, barring the few lakes and small brackish streams 
near the coast, is that afforded by the cenotes, or large natural wells. 
Fortunately they are fairly numerous, especially in the extreme 
north. The cenotes are natural formations, places where the sur¬ 
face limestone has collapsed and exposed the subterranean water 
table. Some of these natural wells are 200 feet or more in diame¬ 
ter. Their depth varies according to the level of the water table 
where they are located (Plate 6 b). Near the north coast this sub¬ 
terranean water table is less than 15 feet below the ground level, 
but as one proceeds southward the depth of the cenotes increases 
to more than lOO feet. 



* In a country as devoid of surface water as northern Yucatan, 
^ ^ cenotes were the principal factor in determining the location of the 
ancient centers of population. Where there was a cenote, there a 
settlement grew up. The cenotes were the principal source of water 
supply in former times, even as they are today. They were the most 
important single factor governing the distribution of the ancient 
population in northern Yucatan. 

It has been pointed out that the physical characteristics of the 
southern and northern halves of the Yucatan Peninsula merge im¬ 
perceptibly. The high rain forest in the south gradually gives way 
to lower trees and impenetrable thickets in the north. Most of the 
economic plants characteristic of the southern half of the peninsula 
are with but few exceptions also found in the north; the same is 
true of most of the animal life. 

The Maya lowland area is unique among the geographic 
environments in which the great early civilizations of the world 
developed, but although the Yucatan Peninsula is unsuited to ad¬ 
vanced agriculture and to concentrated human settlement, the 
intellectual heights attained by the Maya priesthood do not seem 
to have depended upon rich economic support. Perhaps the isola¬ 
tion of the area—off main intercontinental routes of travel, and 
hemmed by dense bush and swamps—allowed freedom from the 
competition of aggressive neighbors. The insularity of the area 
may also have fostered the growth of closely knit traditions of 
behavior among the Maya, sufficiently at least to allow for the 
necessary body of common knowledge and belief which must 
underlie the development of any great philosophical or artistic 
tradition. 
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THE PEOPLE 


NUMBER AND DISTRIBUTION OF MAYA-SPEAKING PEOPLES 

THE DIFFERENT TRIBES of Maya-speaking Indians num¬ 
ber altogether a little less than two million people. Over a million 
are found in Guatemala alone, but they are also distributed through 
Honduras and British Honduras, and the Mexican states of Yuca¬ 
tan, Campeche, Chiapas, Tabasco, Veracruz, San Luis Potosl, and 
Quintana Roo. 

The Maya linguistic stock has been likened to the Romance 
languages of the Old World, which are known to have developed 
their present-day diflFerences from a common tongue, Latin, within 
approximately the past two thousand years. In the case of the 
Maya, however, we have no clear indication of what the original 
Maya language was. Nor are students of the problem in agree¬ 
ment, either as to the number of families into which the Maya 
linguistic stock should be divided, or their present distribution. 

Among the various theories on Maya linguistics, there is some 
opinion in favor of an original threefold division: (i) the proto- 
Guatemala-Yucatan family in the southern highlands (Guate¬ 
mala) and in the northern lowlands (the northern half of the 
Yucatan Peninsula)} (2) the proto-Chiapas family in the high¬ 
lands of Chiapas with extensions in Tabasco, Mexico, and ao’oss 
southern Peten, Guatemala, as far as western Honduras; and (3) 
the Huastecan in the lowlands of northern Veracruz and the adja¬ 
cent foothills of eastern San Luis Potosl. 

This threefold division of the Maya-speaking peoples and 
their present distribution is shown in Table I, which lists the groups 
of languages composing each family, and the region where each 
language is spoken. The same information is shown graphically 
in the linguistic map in Plate 7. The number of Maya-speakers 
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TABLE I 

Classification and Distriiiution of People in the Maya Linguistic Stock 


Family 


Proto- 

Guatemala- 

Yucatan 


Proto- 

Chiapas- 

Tabasco 


Huastecan ., 


Group 


Lanjfuage 


Country 


Province 


Maya 

proper 


Kekchian 


Yucatec 


Lacandon 


Kekchi 


Pokonchi , 
Pokomam 


fMexico.Yucatan, Campeche, Quin¬ 

tana Roo 

British 
Honduras 

Guatemala .. 

Mexico .... 

Mexico .... 

Guatemala .. 


British 
Honduras 
.Guatemala . . 
• Guatemala .. 


.Corozal, Orange Walk, El 
Cayo 
. Peten 
. Chiapas 
. Chiapas 

.Alta Vera Paz, Baja Vera 
Paz, Peten, Izabal, Zacapa 


Quichcan 


Rabinal . 
Uspantec 
Quiche . 


Motozintlec 

Mamean 

Kanhobolan 

Chuh 

Tzcltalan 

Cholan 

. Huastcc 


Cakchiquel .. Guatemala , 

Tzutuhil ... .Guatemala 
.Mexico .. 

Mam ; • 

^Guatemala 

Aguacatec ... Guatemala 

Ixil.Guatemala 

Jacaltec.Guatemala 

Kanhobol ... Guatemala 
Solomec .... Guatemala 

.Guatemala 

Tzeltal.Mexico .. 

Tzotzil.Mexico .. 

Toholabal ... Mexico .. 

Chontal.Mexico .. 

Choi.Mexico .. 

Chorti fGuatemala 
k Honduras 

{ Vcracruzano .Mexico .. 
Potosino ... .Mexico ... 


. 1 oledo 

.Alta Vera Paz, Baja Vera Paz 
.Guatemala, Jalapa, Chiqui- 
mula 

. .Guatemala ... Baja Vera Paz 
. .Guatemala .. .El Quiche 
. .Guatemala . . .Huehuctenango, Chimalte- 
nango, Quetzaltenango, 
Totonicapan, El Quiche, 
Ba[a Vera Paz, Retalhu- 
leu, Suchitepequez, So¬ 
ld a, Escuintla 
. Chimaltenango, El Quiche, 
Guatemala, Solola, Es¬ 
cuintla, Sacatepequez 
. Solola 


.Chiapas 

.Chiapas 

.Huehuctenango, Quetzalte- 
nango, San Marcos 
.Huehuctenango 
. Huehuctenango, El Quiche 
.Huehuctenango 
.Huehuctenango 
.Huehuctenango 
. Huehuctenango 
.Chiapas 
.Chiapas 
.Chiapas 

.Tabasco, Chiapas 
.Chiapas 
. Chiquimula 
.Copan 
.Veracruz 

.San Luis Potosi, Tamaulipas 
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was estimated at nearly two million in 1940. The map and Table 1 
also indicate that the language spoken by the Classic-stage Maya 
was some progenitor of the modern Maya proper. 

Both archaeological and linguistic evidence have been advanced 
suggesting that the Huasteca had separated from the original mass 
of Maya-speaking people before the development of the Maya 
civilization. 


NATURE OF THE MAYA LANGUAGE 

It is probable that since Classic times (317-889) one Maya 
language has been spoken from the southern highlands northward 
throughout the entire Yucatan Peninsula, although there are local 
dialectic variations. 

Says A. M. Tozzer in this connection: 

The geographical unity of the Maya speaking peoples is remarkable 
when one takes into consideration the colonies of Nahuatl speaking peo¬ 
ples scattered along the Pacific coast of Central America even as far south 
as the Isthmus of Panama. The Mayas seem to have been content to remain 
very much in one place and it is evident that it was not their general cus¬ 
tom to send out colonies to distant parts of the country. Moreover the 
wandering of the Mayas among themselves in the comparatively small 
territory occupied by them is not shown by investigation to have been great. 

Most of the dialects of the Maya seem to have been identified with 
certain localities from the time of the earliest Spanish records down to 
the present. There does not seem to have been that shifting of population 
which one might naturally expect. The geographical conditions may have 
had something to do with the seeming lack of mingling of the people of 
one dialect with those of another. The peninsula of Yucatan is compara¬ 
tively isolated from the rest of the Maya territory and the dialect spoken 
there is very little changed as far as can be made out from the earliest times 
of which we have records. The various mountain ranges in the south often 
render communication difficult and a mountain system often separates 
distinct linguistic differences as regards dialects of the Maya. 

During Postclassic times (889-1540) considerable modifica¬ 
tion took place in the Maya language, due to the Mexican 
(Nahuatl-speaking) invaders of northern Yucatan and the Guate¬ 
mala highlands in the tenth century. These modifications prob- 



ably influenced the Maya vcx:abulary noore extensively than its 
syntax and morphology. 

Tozzer in describing the Maya language writes: 

Maya is a polysynthetic or incorporating language where a pronomi¬ 
nal subject of the verb is always expressed. Maya follows, in general, the 
same methods of expression as those found in the greater number of Ameri¬ 
can languages. From the point of view of lexicography it is distinct from 
any of the other languages spoken in Mexico or Central America, . . . 
[and] has no affiliation, as far as can be made out, with any other language 
of Mexico or Central America. Some authorities claim that the Zapotec 
is nearer akin to Maya than it is to Nahuatl. Maya [however] is morpho¬ 
logically distinct from the latter. 

William Gates, in describing the Maya language, has the fol¬ 
lowing to say: 

There are practically no changes of form in its meaningful elements 
of word development, from the basic neutral roots to their most involved 
forms of incorporation j the same union of form and value persists from 
first to last, and the methods of employment are regular and consistent, 
always recognizable—once the primary classification of the natural major 
elements has been reached j the natural nouns, adjectives, intransitive and 
then transitive (effect-producing) words of action, with their needed con¬ 
necting particles and prepositions. The final language has all the type of 
“classicity.” 

Alfredo Barrera Vasquez, a leading authority on the Maya 
language, states that during the four centuries Maya has been in 
contact with Spanish in Yucatan, it has strongly influenced not only 
the Spanish vocabulary in use there but also its lexicography, mor¬ 
phology, phonetics, and syntax. The Spanish spoken in Yucatan 
has affected the Maya vocabulary chiefly by the addition of words 
for objects previously unknown among the Maya. 

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS OF THE YUCATAN MAYA 

In attempting to describe the appearance and physical charac¬ 
teristics of the ancient Maya, we have four lines of evidence upon 
which to draw: (i) the modern descendants of the ancient Maya, 
especially in the northern half of the Yucatan Peninsula^ (2) 
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representations of the ancient Maya, from their pictorial art} (3) a • ^ 
few contemporary descriptions by Spanish writers of the sixteenth *3 
century} and (4) a relatively small amount of skeletal material 
recovered from excavations. Of these sources, the first is the most 
important. Many of the modern Maya of Yucatan so closely 
resemble the figures on the monuments and in the paintings that 
they could have served as models for them (Plates 8, 9, 10, and 
ii,»and^). 

The Yucatan Maya are fairly short in stature and relatively 
thick-bodied. They have rather long arms and small hands and 
feet. The average height of the men is 5 feet i inch and of the 
women, 4 feet 8 inches. They are one of the broadest-headed 
peoples in the world. Their cephalic index averages 85.8 for 
Maya men and 86.8 for Maya women, as compared with 79 for 
American men and 80 for American women. 

Among the modern Maya of Yucatan more than 50 per cent of 
the individuals are entirely free from dental decay in their perma¬ 
nent teeth until after they are twenty, while among white Ameri¬ 
cans more than half have dental decay in their permanent teeth 
before they are nine and more than 90 per cent before they are 
fourteen. The basal metabolism of the modern Maya is from 5 to 
8 per cent higher than that of the average American. Their pulse 
rate is 20 points lower, 52 as compared with our own average pulse 
rate of 72. Measurements on Maya are given in Table II, with 
measurements of other groups for comparison. 

In color the Maya are copper-brown. The hair is straight, 
black to dark brown in color, and rather coarse. The Maya are 
not a hairy people. The men either have no beards and moustaches, 
or only very sparse ones, while other parts of the body have less 
hair than in the case of American whites. Beards and moustaches 
were held in such little esteem by the ancient Maya that mothers 
burned the faces of their young sons with, hot cloths to keep their 
beards from growing, or plucked out the hairs. However, there 
is evidence both from the sculptures and the painted pottery of 
the Classic stage that beards were occasionally wornj it has been 
suggested that they were confined to the upper classes. 



Two other physical characteristics of the modern Maya sug- 
gest the northeastern Asiatic origin which they share with other 
American Indian groups: (i) the epicanthic eye fold, and (2) the 
Mongolian spot. The epianthic fold is a fold at the inner corner 
of the eye which is characteristic of eastern Asiatics; it is also com¬ 
mon among the modern Yucatan Maya (Plate 9c). Judging by 
its frequency in representations of the face in sculptures and paint¬ 
ings, it must also have been a prevalent characteristic in ancient 
times. 

The Mongolian spot is an almost universal physical character¬ 
istic of the peoples of eastern Asia, and is also very common among 
Maya babies of northern Yucatan. It is a small, irregular-shaped 
spot at the base of the spine, which is present at birth but generally 
disappears before the tenth year. It is bluish to purple in color, 
which gradually fades to slate. 

Infant mortality is high among the Maya, about 70 per cent of 
all children born alive dying before they reach the age of five, but 
their birth rate is correspondingly high. The average birth rate in 
the United States for 1935 was 16.9 births per thousand, while 
in Yucatin for the same year three representative Indian villages 
had an average birth rate of 57.4 per thousand. In a study of the 
deaths of 605 Indians in northern Yucatan, 68.8 per cent died 
before they were 5 years old; 7.9 per cent died between 5 and 
15; and the average age at death of the remaining 22.3 per cent 
was only 38years. In another Indian village the 1933 cen¬ 
sus showed that 36 per cent of the population died under 10 years 
of age, 70 per cent under 25, and 90 per cent before the age of 40. 

The people of the native villages of Yucatan present a rela¬ 
tively youthful appearance due to this high adult mortality. Three 
Indian villages between 1933 and 1937 showed adult death rates 
of 26.4, 27.5, and 34.2 per thousand, as compared with a death 
rate in the United States of less than half that number. 

Maya girls marry at the average age of iSVs y^s and Maya 
youths at the average age of 21, though Bishop Diego de Landa 
says, “In olden times they married when they were twenty years 
old; but now they marry at twelve or fourteen.” The average 
































f a) Delousing a child’s hair with 
cigar smoke. 


t Girl holding a peccary she has 
tamed. 


Plate 9.—Lacandon Maya, Chiapas 


I c) Family of £1 Cedro at North Laguna. 




























f a) Woman. 


t 3) Wife of the head chief. 


Plate io.—Yucatan Maya, Tixcacal Group, Quintana Roo 


I c) Young girl. 


d) Juan Bautista Foot, minor Tixcacal 


















t a) Young boy. 


f Young girl. 


Plate ii.—Y ucatan Maya, Chicken Itza, and 
d ) Quiche Maya, Guatemala 


4 Man. 


^ d) Young man. 















i) Yucatan family. 


Plate 12 

Yucatan Maya, Quintana Roo, and 
Huasteca Maya, San Luis Potosi 


b) Huasteca, young wife with baby carried 
hetzmek or straddled on hip. 







t a) Youth, Chamula. 


Plate 13.—Tzotzil Maya, Chiapas 


I c) Young man, Chamula. 





















Maya girl has her first child when she has been married a little 
over a year and she continues bearing for about i8j4 years there¬ 
after, her last child being born when she is about 36J4 years old. 
The average Maya woman bears 8 children, but succeeds in rais¬ 
ing fewer than half of them. 

Marriage, or at least a fairly durable conjugal relationship, is 
the practice in modern Indian villages in Yucatan. In one Indian 
settlement where an eight-year record was kept of the civil status 
of 70 adult women, only 4 were found to have remained unmar¬ 
ried. In the same village there was not one man over 25 who was 
not either married or a widower living with a woman. 

Although no such close studies of other Maya groups have been 
made as those undertaken among the Maya of northern Yucatan 
by Dr. Morris Steggerda, all Maya-speaking groups seem to have 
sprung from a common ancestral stock. 

PSYCHOLOGICAL CHARACTERISTICS OF THE YUCATAN MAYA 

The Maya of Yucatan are active, energetic, and hard-work¬ 
ing—^all on a diet extremely low in proteins. The average Maya’s 
protein intake is only one-sixth of a pound per day. Of everything 
he eats, 75 to 85 per cent is carbohydrates—maize in one form or 
another, mostly as tortillas, and to a lesser extent as two beverages 
called fozole and atole. The average daily Maya diet contains 
only 2,565 calories, as compared with our own average caloric in¬ 
take of 3,500. On this diet the ancient Maya found energy to build 
the pyramids, temples, and palaces which characterize their great 
ceremonial centers. 

As to cleanliness and neatness, the Maya present a curious con¬ 
tradiction. Their persons and clothing are scrupulously clean, 
everyone bathing at least once a day and sometimes oftener. When 
the man of the family returns home from work in the cornfield, 
his wife has a hot bath ready for him} under Spanish colonial law, 
failure to do so gave her husband the right to beat her. None of 
the houses outside the towns has running water or pumps of any 
kind, and all water has to be carried from the nearest well or cenote, 
where it is raised by the old-fashioned bucket-and-rope method, 



sometimes for as much as a hundred feet. Yet the Maya devotion 
to personal cleanliness is almost fanatical. 

Their thatch-roofed, single-roomed houses are far less clean 
and orderly, although the Maya housewife cleans house daily and 
even sweeps the dirt street in front of her home. Chickens, tur¬ 
keys, dogs, goats, and pigs roam the house at will. In the yard, 
refuse lies about fdr years, lending an air of untidiness and dis¬ 
order. 

Some foreigners who have visited Yucatan have thought the 
Maya cruel, especially toward animals. Perhaps they are not so 
deliberately cruel as they are insensitive to suffering, not only in 
others but in themselves j they are stoical under pain, and when 
they see it in others they are correspondingly indifferent. They 
will let their dogs slowly starve to death, but they would not think 
of killing them outright. 

The Maya are fundamentally conservative. They have even 
succeeded in preserving their own language in the face of four 
centuries of Spanish domination, so that today the affairs of every¬ 
day life in the smaller towns and villages throughout Yucatan 
are conducted in the Maya language and not in Spanish. 

Maya dress, especially that of the women, has not changed 
appreciably in hundreds of years. Their pottery, weaving, and 
cross-stitch embroidery have remained much the same throughout 
Maya history. In recent years, under the impact of the machine 
age, Maya conservatism has at last begun to give ground, at least 
in the matter of mechanical conveniences. The automobile and the 
bicycle appear in the larger towns, and hand-operated corn grind¬ 
ers are everywhere replacing the old stone metates. Even in the 
smaller villages, motor-driven mills are now in general use for 
grinding corn. Radios are beginning to appear, sewing machines 
and phonographs are common, and there are even a few electric 
lights in the homes of the well-to-do of the smaller towns. Most 
villages now have a weekly or semiweekly movie. 

They are a happy, sociable people. They love to laugh, joke, 
and mlk; they are good-natured, trusting, unselfish, and have a 
strong sense of justice. They are courteous and friendly to 
' i ' 



strangers, bearing out Bishop Landa’s estimate of them nearly * * 
four hundred years ago: 33 

The Yucatecans are very generous and hospitable; since no one may 
enter their houses without being offered food and drink, of what they may 
have had during the day, or in the evening. And if they have none, they 
seek it from a neighbor; and if they come together on the roads, all join in 
sharing, even if little remains for themselves. 

The Maya of today show little inclination toward leadership 
and are generally disinclined to assume administrative responsi¬ 
bility. This seems strange in view of the organized activity of 
ancient times, as indicated by the great ceremonial centers of both 
the Classic and Postclassic periods. It is probable, however, that 
when the Maya civilization was at its peak, leadership and admin¬ 
istrative functions were confined to the nobility and the priesthood. 

The common people were essentially a peasant-artisan laboring 
class, whose industry and toil built the pyramids, temples, and 
palaces, but always under the direction of the civil and religious 
authorities. It was upon these groups that the greatest impact of 
the Spanish Conquest fell. The Spanish stripped the native authori¬ 
ties of effective political power and the Catholic clergy replaced 
the native priesthood, so that there were few Maya leaders left. 

And yet one finds an occasional leader among the modern Maya. 

Don Eustaquio Ceme of Chan Kom, for example, is an Indian 
leader of outstanding ability. Chan Kom is a little Indian village 
of only four or five hundred people, and were it not for the per¬ 
sonal qualities of Don Eustaquio it would be like scores of other 
similar Indian villages. But the energy, administrative ability, and 
civic pride of this one man have made Chan Kom the most progres¬ 
sive community of its size in the state of Yucatan. In ancient times 
he would have been an outstanding figure, playing his role on a 
much larger stage. 

The modern Maya are pronounced individualists and extremely 
independent. Children early learn to make their own decisions, and 
their parents respect their individual rights. In making annual 
series of anthropometric measurements of Maya chifdren in Yuca- 



* * tan the scientists of the Carnegie Institution found it necessary to 
seek each child’s permission anew each year. Each child was paid 
the equivalent of ten cents in American money for permitting him¬ 
self to be measured j but in spite of their poverty, their sense of 
individual independence demanded that they not grant the request 
too readily. 

Competition is not strongly developed among the modern 
Maya. Even as children their games are noncompetitive, and as 
adults they seem to be without desire to excel. They are content 
to be small corn farmers, raising sufficient food for their families 
and a little more to trade for the few articles they cannot produce 
themselves. They work in the hemp plantations for littlo more 
than subsistence wages. Some of the more able accumulate a few 
domestic animals and even rise to the higher status of being small 
storekeepers in their villages, but not many go beyond this. 

The Maya have a strong respect for law and a keen sense of 
justice. Among the semi-independent native groups of Quintana 
Roo there is an unusually high reliance placed upon community 
responsibility. The characteristic punishment among these Indians 
is the azote or bastinado. In the case of a heavy sentence, say of 
a hundred lashes, the culprit receives twenty-five on each of four 
consecutive mornings. The sentenced man, however, is not kept 
in prison between successive lashings j he is allowed at large, but 
the responsibility of presenting himself for punishment each morn¬ 
ing rests solely with him. If he is not present at the appointed 
time, the whole community regards him as an outlaw} any member 
may kill him at sight without being punished. It is quite con¬ 
ceivable that this sort of group solidarity may have played a part in 
the remarkable cultural accomplishments of the Classic Maya. 

The Maya are not quarrelsome, but if they have been wronged 
they harbor resentment. Disputes among the Maya of today are 
chiefly due to domestic troubles and to damage to crops by liye- 
stodc. In rare cases a husband may kill his wife’s paramour, but 
often he pardons her or allows her to go off with the other man. 
Injury to crops by livestock is a more serious matter, and the owner 
of the animals is obliged to pay for the damage. 



As a people the Maya are unusually honest. Petty thieving * ' 
is almost unknown, and houses are left unlodced most of the time. 3 5 

Rarely does one Indian steal corn from another, in spite of the 
fact that opportunities to steal are ever present, since the unguarded 
cornfields are often several miles from the village. One writer 
says in this connection, “Men who steal from cornfields are killed 
by the guardian-spirits of the fields and these beliefs are the real 
locks on the open granaries in the distant bush.” 

Nor are the Maya given to begging. During the seventeen 
years the Carnegie Institution carried on archaeological investiga¬ 
tions at Chichen Itza, a free medical clinic was maintained for 
Indians of the surrounding region. Although the Indians came to 
know that this service was free, after receiving treatment and medi¬ 
cines they invariably offered to pay for them. When payment was 
refused, the next time they visited Chichen Itza they would bring 
gifts of food and native embroideries. There was a deep-felt need 
to repay an obligation. 

Foreigners agree that the Maya have a rough sense of humor, 
practial jokes being considered the most amusing. A boy will 
strike another an unexpected blow behind the knee, causing him 
to fall. During the archaeological excavations at Chichen Itza, 
an absent-minded wheelbarrow boy would find his barrow quickly 
overloaded by the other Indians. Maya family ties are strong, 
although among adults outward demonstrations of affection are 
rare. Affection between man and wife is shown by each carrying 
out his duties in the home. With their children, however, they 
are much more demonstrative. Mothers fondle their babies, talk 
affectionately to them, and rarely punish them physically. Chil¬ 
dren are trained more by their own desire to conform to established 
social practices than by disciplinary measures. When physical pun¬ 
ishment has to be administered, however, it is the mother who 
does it. The older children take care of their younger brothers 
and sisters and have authority over them. Respect for older mem¬ 
bers of the family is deeply ingrained. The father is the undis¬ 
puted head of his family and nothing is done without his approval, 
though respect for the mother is also strong. This respect for elders 



* goes back to ancient times, for Bishop Landa in writing of the six¬ 
teenth-century Maya says: 

The young men respected the elders highly, and took their counsels, 
and tried to pass as mature themselves. The elders said to the younger 
ones that since they had seen more, what they said should be believed, so 
that if the youths heeded their counsels, the elders would credit them more. 
So much respect was given to the elders that the youths did not mingle 
with them, except in cases of necessity such as when they were married; 
and with married men they mingled very little. 

Bishop Landa remarks upon the extreme modesty of the Maya 
women at the time of the Conquest: “The women were accus¬ 
tomed to turn their shoulders to the men in passing them, and of 
turning aside that they might passj and the same, when they gave 
them to drink, until they had finished.” Landa also says that in his 
day men and women did not eat together: “The men are not ac¬ 
customed to eat with the women but by themselves upon the ground, 
or at most upon a mat which takes the place of a table.” This custom 
persists even to the present day. The men eat first, being served 
by the women, and later the women of the family eat together by 
themselves. Modesty in small children is confined exclusively to 
the little girls, who have to wear huipiles (the Maya woman’s 
dress) from birth. Their little brothers up to the age of six and 
older are allowed to play about the house and yard naked. 

Sexual promiscuity among married women, and even among 
unmarried girls, is not uncommon. The former is not regarded 
with particular disapproval, except by the jealous husband, while 
the unmarried girl with one or more illegitimate children has no 
more difficulty in finding a mate than have her more continent 
sisters. Prostitution, however, is uncommon. Most boys are intro¬ 
duced to sex by older women, while young girls have their first sex 
experience with their youthful lovers. Incest, though rare, occurs 
from time to time, usually between father and daughter. 

The Maya are not particularly religious. At present Christian 
worship is carried on almost exclusively by the women, though in 
ancient times religion was largely an affair of the men. Practically 



all children are baptized, but few receive additional instruction in * * 
the tenets of the Church because of the present scarcity of priests 37 
in the smaller villages. Hence the majority know little about the 
real meaning and significance of Christianity. 

If they are not religious, however, all Maya are intensely 
superstitious. There are countless superstitions, many of them 
fragmentary survivals of the ancient Maya religion, mixed with 
Spanish medieval folklore and even perhaps with West African 
importations. Certain dreams and omens are regarded as sure fore¬ 
runners of death. If one dreams that he is floating on air, or that 
he is having a tooth pulled and is suffering intense pain, a member 
of his immediate family will die; if, in the dream, the suffering is 
slight, a less close relative will die. To dream of red tomatoes 
means a baby will die; to dream that a black bull is trying to push 
its way into one’s home or to dream of breaking a water jug indi¬ 
cates that a member of the family will die. 

The Maya are fatalistic. What will come, will come. Old 
people have been known to announce that their time had come and, 
though not even ill, have lain down in their hammocks and quietly 
died. 

Sickness is aused by dwarfs, for whom gourds of food are 
placed in the doorway of the house in order to prevent an epidemic. 

If one gives away embers of burning wood, one’s turkeys will die. 

Eggs set on Fridays will not hatch. This latter belief is suggestive 
of the bad luck attending Fridays throughout Christian countries. 

There are many weather superstitions. Thin cornhusks indi¬ 
cate a mild winter; thick ones, a cold winter. If a swallow flies low, 
it will rain; if high, it will be clear. Cicadas are honored weather 
prophets among the Maya, and the time for burning the cornfields 
is often determined by their chirping. Evil winds take the form of 
animals, and individuals struck by them will die. If a match drops 
on the floor and continues to burn, it is a sign of good luck; if it 
burns to the end, the person who dropped it will have a long life. 

The hunter has many difficulties to contend with. If he sells 
the head, liver, or stomach of a deer he has killed, he will have bad 
luck in future hunting; should he sell the paunch, he will never 



be able to kill another deer. To bring bad luck to a hunter, one has 
only to buy meat from him and throw the bones into a cenote. The 
Maya believe there is a king deer in the bush, with a wasp’s nest 
between his horns; if a hunter kills this deer, he will die imme¬ 
diately. 

The following signs indicate that visitors are coming: an oriole 
singing, a dragonfly coming into the house, a butterfly flying high, 
a cat washing its face, or a fire hissing. 

From ancient times, the Maya have lived under the influence 
of lucky and unlucky days. The modern Maya continue to follow 
this practice, with one difference: the seven days of the Christian 
week have now replaced the 260 days of the ancient tzolkin or 
sacred divinatory year. Tuesdays and Fridays are considered un¬ 
lucky, Mondays and Saturdays lucky. Marriages are usually cele¬ 
brated on Mondays; Saturdays are considered lucky days on which 
to buy lottery tickets. 

The Maya have always venerated numbers. Nine has always 
been especially lucky, perhaps because of its association with the 
nine steps leading to the ancient Maya heaven, or perhaps because 
of its having been the number of the Nine Gods of the Underworld. 
If a centipede is found on Tuesday it must be cut into nine pieces 
in order to bring good luck. If a green snake is seen, it will cause 
one’s death within the year, unless it is caught and cut into nine 
pieces. Whooping cough may be cured by hanging gourds of fresh 
atole in the doorway for nine successive days, and on the morning 
of the ninth day it must be shared with one’s friends. Nine kernels 
of ground corn applied to granulated eyelids will cure them; skin 
troubles may be relieved with a brew of nine pieces of fish skin, 
nine pieces of corncob, and nine small pebbles. 

Thirteen is another lucky Maya number, perhaps because of 
its important function in the ancient Maya alendar, or perhaps 
because it was the number of the Thirteen Gods of the Upper 
World. The use of thirteen as a lucky number seems to be confined 
chiefly to religious ceremonies, for which offerings of thirteen 
loaves of bread, thirteen bowls of food, and thirteen cakes made 
of thirteen layers each are prepared. 



Most Maya superstitions have unpleasant connotations. Many • * 
more things are thought to bring bad luck rather than good luck. 39 
The Maya have a fatalistic strain, perhaps the heritage of their past, 
where death by sacrifice was common and more of their gods were 
hostile than friendly. 

Opinions differ as to the general intelligence of the Maya. 

Some American observers have believed them to be very bright} 
many have classified them as fairly bright; others as average and 
a few only as rather dull. No one regarded them as downright 
stupid. They are not inventive, however, but are content to follow 
the same pattern of living as did their ancestors. Their memory 
is considered very good and their powers of observation, especially 
in the bush, are excellent. They are rather imaginative and have 
a fair sense of beauty, which was probably more highly devel¬ 
oped in ancient times than it is today. 



• • • 


THE ORI«INS OP THE MAYA CIVIUZATIOH 

A SUMMARY of Maya history will be found in Table III, with 
corresponding dates in the Maya and Christian chronologies, and 
the accompanying ceramic and architectural phases. Maya his¬ 
tory may be divided into three stages: (i) Preclassic, extending 
from about 1500 b.c. to a.d. 317; (2) Classic, from a.d. 317 to 
889j and (3) Postclassic, from 889 until 1697, when the last or¬ 
ganized Maya were conquered. 

Maya civilization, as the term is used in this book, refers only 
to the culture of the Classic stage, which begins with the earliest 
decipherable Maya dates so far discovered in the central Peten 
lowlands. The word “civilization” is generally employed to de¬ 
scribe a culture which has developed to the point of centralized 
government, craft specialization, and formalized religion. Al¬ 
though the appearance of Maya dated inscriptions is at best but 
an arbitrary marker for these developments, .it is a long-accepted 
one, and will be followed here. These earliest dates, inscribed on 
stone stelae, are associated in the Peten with corbel-vaulted ma¬ 
sonry buildings and polychrome pottery. There is reason to be¬ 
lieve these three archaeologically diagnostic traits may have come 
into use at roughly the same time there, and that all three lasted 
through the Classic stage in that area. There is also evidence that 
the practice of erecting Maya-style dated stelae gradually spread 
outward from the Peten region and, at least in the Usumacinta 
Valley to the west, was accompanied by the use of masonry corbel 
vaults. At Copan, to the extreme southeast of the Maya area, the 
erection of stelae, of fine masonry architecture, ahd the making of 
polychrome pottery seem also to have arrived together, brought 
presumably by priests who were devotees of the Classic Maya re¬ 
ligious cult. Thus there is archaeological evidence that Maya civili¬ 
zation, as here defined, had a relatively restricted area of origin 
and spread as a unified complex through the central Maya area. 
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There is also evidence that as Maya civilization spread to the east * * 
and the west, this area of its origin had already begun a cultural 4 * 
decline. 

In the Guatemala highlands there is no archaeological evidence 
of such a spread. Diagnostics such as datable stelae and corbel- 
vaulted buildings do not appear there, and Maya-style polychrome 
pottery seems to have arrived only as a luxury import. This area 
shows both archaeological and documentary evidence of repeated 
contact with the Mexican highlands, dating from as early as Pre¬ 
classic times. There are also groups of Aztec-speakers here. Thus 
the Guatemalan highlands and the south coastal plain did not par¬ 
ticipate in the cultural florescence which we here call the Maya 
civilization. 

The cultural ties between the northern and central Maya areas 
were much closer than those to the southern highlands, a situation 
which parallels their geographic relationships; the two lowland 
areas are relatively homogeneous as compared to the highland 
area. Yucatan archaeological remains dating from Preclassic times 
show striking similarities to those of the Peten, and a comparable 
cultural advancement, although evidence from the central area is 
slim, owing to the difficulties of archaeological excavation there. 

In early Classic times, northern Yucatan seems to have been cul¬ 
turally provincial to the civilized central Maya area. In late Classic 
times, a distinctive culture developed and expanded there; it was 
in its way as advanced as that of the central Maya area and in¬ 
corporated various of its components, but with a somewhat dif¬ 
ferent emphasis. This culture was finally displaced by foreign 
invaders at the end of the Classic stage. The northern Maya 
culture reached its height contemporaneously with the full develop¬ 
ment of the ceremonial centers at the eastern and western extremi¬ 
ties of the central Maya area but after the beginnings of cultural 
decline in the original Peten center. 

SEARCHING FOR ORIGINS 

The Maya economy was based upon maize agriculture. Al¬ 
though no archaeological information on the period of agricultural 






























• • • beginnings is yet available, there is'good botanical evidence that the 
^ Guatemala highlands were a center from which maize agriculture 
later spread to the central and northern Maya areas. However, the 
richness of Preclassic archaeological remains from the highlands 
bolsters the botanical evidence that this region was an early cultural 
center; the Preclassic ceramics recently recovered from the west 
Guatemala coastal region and from the vicinity of Guatemala City 
are among the most elaborate of early Mesoamerican potteries, and 
fine Preclassic lapidary work and stone carvings, some of them 
monolithic stelae, have recently been discovered in this area. 

The exact origins of the central Maya civilization are hard 
to trace at present, but should become progressively clearer with 
archaeological advances in Mesoamerica. The Preclassic-stage 
archaeologial sites from such widely separated areas as Honduras, 
northern Veraauz, and the Valley of Mexico show sufficient simi¬ 
larities in their pottery to indicate continuing relations among them. 

The areas known to show advanced culture during this period 
are surprisingly widespread. In northern Veracruz well-made pot¬ 
tery is found, and the existence of circular mud temples is sus¬ 
pected. In the Valley of Mexico the elaborately furnished graves 
at Tlatilco show handsome pottery vessels, exquisite clay figurines, 
and occasional lapidary work which was probably imported from 
the south. In Oaxaca the famed dansantes, sculptured on stone 
slabs, show the development of a distinctive art style which prob¬ 
ably symbolizes an elaborate formal religion. The carving of stone 
monolithic monuments bearing simple calendric dates attests the 
early presence of priestly specialists in astronomy; the anthropo¬ 
morphic religious figurines found in tombs bear the symbolic ac¬ 
couterments of gods which were still worshiped at the time of the 
Spanish Conquest. The most elaborate tombs of this period, which 
bear amazingly intricate pottery and lapidary work, are found in 
the Guatemala highlands. 

Preclassic-stage artifacts show distinct regional variation 
throughout Mesoamerica, but share more characteristics than do 
those of the Classic stage. The presence of several culturally in¬ 
significant but complex gadgets such as whistling jars, stirrup 



spouts, and cylindrical stamps in both Peru and Mesoamerica in- • • • 
dicate that the people of the two areas knew of each other and 45 
profited by technical advances at a level common to both. The mil¬ 
lennium following the development of agriculture in the New 
World must have been a progressive one, with rapid technological 
advance and open-mindedness to foreign ideas. During this period 
the subsistence pattern of the common people was established, and 
the formalized ritualistic religions which characterize the follow¬ 
ing Classic stage gradually developed. The formalized masks of 
Pyramid E-VII-sub at Uaxactun (Plate 58), the dansantes of 
Monte Alban, and probably the stylized human and tiger heads of 
the Olmec area mark the development of religious iconographies. 

The large earthen mortuary platforms of highland Guatemala, 
the huge temple substructures at Cuicuilco and Teotihuacan in the 
Valley of Mexico, and the lesser but still impressive substructures 
in Yucatan demonstrate the levies of manpower which could suc¬ 
cessfully be demanded by the priests. Evidence of simple calen- 
drics in Oaxaca, carved stelae in the Guatemala highlands, and 
inferred evidence of early astronomic observations and records in 
the central Maya area suggest that cycles of religious ritual had 
already become geared to calendric counts. 

The growing power of the priestly classes over the farming 
population is not easy to explain by forthright economic necessity. 

There seem to have been few material advantages which could 
have been promised by the priests to compensate for hard labor. 
Weather predictions even by modern meteorologists are of little 
importance to Mexican farmers, so the priests cannot have gained 
power by developing this specialty. It is argued that in the Old 
World the necessity of community labor on irrigation canals al¬ 
lowed the priests to control large groups, but no evidence for such 
a situation has been, found in Mesoamerica. There is also no evi¬ 
dence of warfare as a nationalizing force in those times. We know, 
however, that among nearly all American Indian corn farmers, 
calendrically regulated ceremonies and sacrifices are considered 
necessary to the production of crops. How this firm conviction 
originated and attained general credence is hard to say, but its ac- 



• • • ceptance among modern Maya argues that it may have allowed 
46 priestly control in ancient times. 

The Maya farmers in their relative isolation must have grown 
into a closely integrated group, in which priestly sanctity had few 
questioners. We may picture them coming in to their ceremonial 
centers from their scattered milpas, drawn by religious devotion 
rather than by material compulsion. 

The Maya of the central area, it may be seen, were but one of 
several regional groups in Mesoamerica which reached a high stage 
of development in early Classic times. Among these groups, they 
were pre-eminent in several types of activity and strikingly re¬ 
tarded in others. It is this peculiar orientation, this distinctive cul¬ 
tural patterning, which gives our best clues to the genius of Maya 
culture} it evidences the underlying world view which allowed the 
notable intellectual progress of the Maya. 

I. The Maya show a marked homogeneity in their writing, 
calendrics, architecture, and art over a large area. The area of 
Classic Maya culture constituted nearly 100,000 square miles, a 
major segment of Mesoamerica, and far greater than that of any 
other Classic-stage culture. Over this region there is evidence of 
the rapid spread of calendric innovations and an identity of reli¬ 
gious symbolism, as well as a series of concurrent changes in such 
homely fashions as pottery shapes. This argues for much travel 
and exchange of ideas among the ruling priests, and among certain 
of the commoners as well. It also argues for a close religious com¬ 
munion: the gods must have been pan-Maya, with few if any local 
deities, and with arrangements for the exchange and common train¬ 
ing of priests and probably of artisans throughout the whole area. 

This remarkably widespread homogeneity in an area notable 
nowadays for its nearly impassable terrain offers a paradox most 
easily explained by the wide gulf between the Maya culture and 
ours. The Maya traveled afoot and with dugout canoes, both ex¬ 
cellent for such country, and they occupied an area doubtless un¬ 
attractive and unrewarding in natural resources to the surrounding 
groups who were unadapted to it. There seems little doubt that the 
Maya achieved a high degree of cultural solidarity, the sort of 



unanimity of outlook which encourages the growth of formality • • • 
in religion and art. 

1 . There is a marked contrast between the luxuriance of all 
objects connected with religious ritual and the stark simplicity of 
utilitarian objects. The masonry buildings are magnificent, but 
completely nonfunctional. It is questionable if the priests lived 
in them, for more uncomfortable quarters would be hard to 
imagine. Diligent searching has produced scanty domestic architec¬ 
ture in the Maya area, and the excavation of house sites character¬ 
istically produces few and simple artifacts. Domestic construction 
seems to have been limited to wood and thatch structures, despite 
the fine masonry temples. 

3. There is no evidence that the lowland Maya area ever bore 
a heavy population; an estimate of 30 people per square mile, 
about that of modern Yucatan, seems a likely maximum. There 
is also no archaeological evidence of the concentration of the Classic 
Maya into large residential settlements. Modern agricultural 
practices, which are probably aboriginal, necessitate a scattered 
population during much of the year. In Old World archaeological 
theory urbanization is nearly synonymous with civilization, but 
not among the Maya. 

4. There is comparatively little evidence of massive conscrip¬ 
tion of labor. Maya public works, the largest of which are the 
acropolis-like platforms of the major religious centers, probably 
never exceeded one-twentieth the volume of the famous Pyramid 
of the Sun at Teotihuacan, which in turn is about a quarter the vol¬ 
ume of the Pyramid of Cheops in Egypt. The renown of Maya 
architecture does not rest upon its mass or size. On the other hand, 
the proportion of skilled labor to total labor expended is much 
higher than in the architecture of other American civilizations, and 
the quantity of outstanding stone sculpture bears favorable com¬ 
parison with any area. This suggests that the Maya stonemasons 
were full-time specialists, and that levies on the farming populace 
were largely in food rather than in unskilled labor. 

A more penetrating hypothesis concerning the Classic Maya 
scale of values can be drawn from Maya architecture. The empha- 



• • • sis is on skilled workmanship rather than sizej on quality rather 
4 ^ than quantity. Only thus could a thinly spread, economically poor 
population achieve intellectual and artistic superiority over con¬ 
temporaries of the far richer Mexican highland area. 

The early civilizations of the Old World are believed to have 
centered about the flood plain of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. 
Here large, concentrated populations arose, supported by the de¬ 
velopment of highly organized canal irrigation on rich flood plains. 
It is argued that city life, urbanization, was closely related to craft 
specialization, the development of a religious hierarchy, and the 
invention of writings that irrigation agriculture allowed a close 
governmental control over the population and their taxation and 
conscription for public work. It has recently been suggested that 
many of these traits may be assumed to be universal necessities in 
the development of civilization. To such a theory the Maya area 
presents an intractable exception. 

At Uaxactun in the central Peten, where the earliest associated 
dates, corbel vaults, and polychrome pottery have been found, there 
is a hiatus in the ceramic record. Following the monochrome pot¬ 
tery of late Preclassic times come well-developed polychrome ves¬ 
sels of new forms and design. This developmental gap has been 
bridged in the northern Maya area, and suggestions of a similar 
transitional period from monochrome to polychrome pottery come 
from several other areas in Mesoamerica. Uaxactun, a small reli¬ 
gious center, cannot be taken as an adequate sample of the Peten 
area. More exavations there will certainly fill this gap, but until 
more evidence becomes available the central Peten should not be 
claimed as a center where vaults, dates, and pottery originated 
simultaneously. 

The early carved calendric inscriptions of Oaxaca have been 
mentioned. Bar and dot numerals similar to those used by the 
Maya have been found in Preclassic deposits in Veracruz and in 
undatable context at other sites throughout a zone from the Guate¬ 
mala west coast to the Gulf of Mexico, just south of the Isthmus 
of Tehuantepec. The Tuxtla statuette, which was probably carved 
in this area, bears the Maya-style date of a.d. 162, and a carved 
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stela has been found in the Guatemala highlands in a Preclassic * * 
association. Although these indications all point away from the 
Peten as the area of origin for the Maya system of dated stelae, 
it should be pointed out that the Peten is less accessible and thus 
less explored than other areas, and may in the future produce new 
and earlier inscriptions. Although there is even less information 
on the origin of corbel vaulting and polychrome pottery, this is 
of but slight importance. The significance of Classic Maya culture 
rests on the complex religious and social structure of which this 
combination of traits is but the archaeological diagnostic. 

The distribution of peoples and cultures during Preclassic times 
is pertinent in reconstructing the origins of Maya civilization. 
Evidence from physical types sheds little light on this problem j 
both the modern peoples and the archaeological skeletal materials 
from Mesoamerica are similar enough so that regional differences 
are unclear. Archaeology of Preclassic cultures has not reached 
a stage where regional differences are well described; the general 
picture thus far is one of surprising similarity over all areas sam¬ 
pled. The wide regional extent of lowland Maya Preclassic cul¬ 
ture is suggested by evidence from the Huastec area, where archaeo¬ 
logical excavations at Panuco and Tampico show Preclassic pottery 
bearing notable similarity to that of the lowland Maya, followed 
by Classic influences from the Mexican highlands. The Huastec 
Maya linguistic island (see Plate 7) suggests that the area between 
it and the Chiapas lowlands must at one time have been Maya¬ 
speaking, later eliminated by incursion of languages from the west. 

It would thus seem that the Huastec area has been isolated since 
Preclassic times. 

THE OLDEST SURELY DATED OBJECTS IN THE MAYA AREA 

The earliest surely contemporaneous date in Maya hieroglyphic 
writing is that engraved on the back of the Leyden Plate, a small 
celt-like object of jade, inches long by 3 inches wide, found 
near Puerto Barrios, Guatemala^ in 1864. This records the Maya 
date 8.14.3.1.12, corresponding to 320 of the Christian Era (Plate 
15^). By contemporaneous date is meant the date the Leyden 



* * * Plate was actually engraved j a few Maya dates have been demon- 
strated to record past events. 

On the Leyden Plate the detail of the captive figure closely 
resembles figures on the monuments at Tikal, in north central 
Peten. At the same time, it is so different from all other represen¬ 
tations of this motif elsewhere among the Classic Maya that there 
is little doubt the Leyden Plate was executed at Tikal, although 
it was not found there. If so, Tikal is the oldest Maya city now 
known on the basis of the dated remains. It is also the largest 
Classic Maya ceremonial center. 

The oldest large stone monument or stela now known is Stela 9 
at Uaxactun (Plate 16i>), which has carved upon its back the Maya 
date 8.14.10.13.15 (a.d. 328), This is only seven and two-thirds 
years later than the date of the Leyden Plate, which was probably 
executed at Tikal, only eleven miles south. We may therefore 
conclude that Maya calendrics were well under way by the begin¬ 
ning of the fourth century of the Christian Era in this region at 
the very center of the Yucatan Peninsula (Plate i). 

PRECLASSIC MAYA-SPEAKING PEOPLES IN PETEN 

Prior to Preclassic times it is probable that the Yucatan Penin¬ 
sula was occupied by nomadic peoples who lived on the natural 
products of the forest and by hunting and fishing, long before the 
knowledge of maize agriculture reached them from the Guatemala 
highlands to the south. 

We do not know whether agriculture was introduced to the 
Maya lowlands by immigration of new people or through adop¬ 
tion by the older inhabitants. It is likely, however, that corn was 
cultivated there for a thousand years or so before the beginning 
of the Maya civilization during the fourth century of the Christian 
Era. 

BEGINNINGS OF THE MAYA HIEROGLYPHIC WRITING 

The earliest Maya dates which may be regarded as surely con¬ 
temporaneous fall in the first third of the fourth century of the 
Christian Era (320 and 328) and at the close of the third quarter 
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of Baktun 8 of the Maya Era—8.14.3.1.12 and 8.14.10.13.15. ••• 
Both the Leyden Plate and Stela 9 at Uaxactun, in addition to pre- -5 S 
senting the two earliest contemporaneous dates, have another sig¬ 
nificant characteristic in common. The calendric data presented on 
each show the complex structuring which is standard for all classic 
Maya inscriptions. These inscriptions do not document the steps 
which must have been made in developing the calendar. 

It has been suggested that the earlier stages in the develop¬ 
ment of Maya hieroglyphic writing and chronology must have 
been recorded on some medium other than stone. No evidences of 
such material have been discovered, possibly owing to the destruc¬ 
tion of perishable materials in the moist, hot climate of the Peten. 

Centuries must have elapsed while the early Maya astronomers 
were making and preserving observations on the sun to determine 
the exact length of the tropial year (365.24-I- days). They prob¬ 
ably observed the moon as well, to determine the exact length of 
a single lunation (29.52-|- days). Once the true lengths of these 
two periods had been determined—and the ancient Maya had 
measured both with extraordinary accuracy—^the development of 
the Maya calendar and chronological system could have followed 
in a very short time. 

There is internal evidence in the Maya chronological system 
that it was first devised either at the end of Baktun 7—7.0.0.0.0 
of the Maya Era (353 b.c.) —or shortly after— 7.6.O.O.O (235 
B.C.). It seems probable that the Maya priests developed their 
unique hieroglyphic writing in order to record their newly de¬ 
vised chronological system. If this is true, writing must have 
developed during the six or seven centuries preceding the earliest 
carved dates. 

MAYA ART, ARCHITECTURE, AND CERAMICS IN AGREE¬ 
MENT WITH THE EPIGRAPHY 

In addition to Stela 9 at Uaxactun there are at least ten other 
monuments in this dty, four actually dated and six approximately 
dated by means of their stylistic characteristics, which date from 
the last quarter of Baktun 8 of the Maya Era (337-435). The 



• • • human figures on these monuments are poorly proportioned and 
5 ^ crudely executed. They are usually shown in modified left profile 
(Plate i 6 a)y though an occasional figure appears in modified right 
profile (Plate 63c). The feet are in tandem position, the toe of 
the left foot touching the heel of the right foot (Plate i 6 a). The 
arms and torso are portrayed in full front, the head being in left 
or right profile. This awkward posture is typical of the figures 
on all the earliest known Maya stone sculptures. 

The architectural evidence as to the antiquity of Uaxactun is 
impressive. The earliest pyramid found there is E-VII-sub 
(Plate 17^), which was buried inside the later pyramid, E-VII 
(Plate lya). The style of the stucco masks (Plate 58) on the 
sides of this pyramid suggests that at the time they were executed 
the Maya art style was just beginning to crystallize. E-VII-sub 
had never supported a masonry building on its summit, though 
four stucco-filled postholes in the lime-plaster flooring on top of 
this pyramid indiate that it had originally supported a superstruc¬ 
ture of some perishable material, probably of poles and thatch. 
This suggests that Maya stone buildings with their typical cor¬ 
beled stone roof vaulting may not have been invented when E-VII- 
sub was built. 

The ceramics of the Classic stage have not been studied suffi¬ 
ciently to permit general conclusions on such points as priority of 
origin and Centers of dikribution of pottery types. Excavations in 
refuse heaps and below plaza floor levels at Uaxactun have brought 
to light the best sample of Preclassic pottery and clay figurines 
yet found in Peten. Some types, especially among the figurines, 
strongly resemble objects from the earliest agricultural horizons 
in the highlands of Mexico, Guatemala, and El Salvador. 

Although the finds from Uaxactun cannot be taken as evidence 
that the Classic-stage Maya archaeological diagnostics all origi¬ 
nated simultaneously in this area, their presence there at an early 
date and the evidence of their subsequent spr<rad as a complex well 
demonstrate the cultural unity which so characterizes the Maya 
civilization. 



•••• 


THE CLASSIC STAAE 


CENTRAL MAYA AREA 

THE DIRECTION of development of the Maya civilization 
was fixed by early Classic times in central Peten, and held with 
remarkable conservatism during its 570 years. This fixity of out¬ 
look or cultural conservatism is documented in the priestly mo¬ 
nopolies of writing, calendrics, and religious art and architecture. 
Lay styles such as those of the pottery, and such artisan-controlled 
procedures as masonry techniques and sculptural detailing, show 
a normal rate of stylistic change. The Maya preoccupation with 
religious panoply may account for the paucity of technical ad¬ 
vances during Classic times. 

The type of formal governmental organization was an unusu¬ 
ally successful one in comparison with that of other areas of Meso- 
america, judged by the area and time span of its controlj the 
method of its enforcement, however, presents a problem. The 
priests cannot have offered their subjects rich material rewardsj 
the Maya economy was simple and quite self-sufficient. A major 
deterrent from the use of repressive governmental methods was 
the scattered nature of the population, living near their widely 
separated cornfields, for not over a fifth of the land was in cultiva¬ 
tion at any one time. Nor do the priests seem to have held an 
economically valuable monopoly of knowledge j weather forecast¬ 
ing, for example, is unreliable even now in the Maya area. More¬ 
over, there are no archaeological indications of the strong ruler or 
tyrant. The inscriptions are impersonal j they record the ends of 
major time periods, which in turn were thought to signalize changes 
in the reigns of gods, not men. In the Bonampak murals, our most 
detailed scenes of Maya life, no individual stands alone in power 
(Plates 88 and 89). Although a single figure on a throne domi- 
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•••• nates the famous wall panel from Piedras Negras (Plate 69), the 
5 ^ accompanying figures, like those from Bonampak, are grouped in 
a most unregimented fashion. The big sti(^ does not seem to have 
been wielded frequently by Maya rulers. A near absence of war¬ 
fare and evidence of wide trade in religious and luxury items, prob¬ 
ably used in ceremonies, also argue against repressive tendencies 
in government. This remarkably smooth-running yet informal 
style of government must have depended upon a placid and well- 
adjusted citizenry, who held a remarkably unanimous opinion as 
to proper behavior. Lest this give an impression of timid conform¬ 
ity, Lord Moulton may be quoted, that “the measure of civiliza¬ 
tion is the extent of man’s obedience to the unenforceable.” In 
this criterion, the Maya must have measured high. 

The uniform religious control suggested by the evidence for 
calendric and iconographic unity throughout the Maya area must 
have influenced political matters to some degree, although in the 
absence of warfare and of widespread trade in utilitarian objects, 
co-operative political endeavors may be assumed to have been 
limited. Proof of some co-operation between cities is given by 
the causeways, which stretch in carefully engineered straight lines 
between them. Such works required political agreement between 
at least the religious centers concerned, implemented by consider¬ 
able labor forces, which presumably were recruited from both 
sites. 

There are evidences of occasional raiding between centers, sug¬ 
gested in the Bonampak murals, by the nude fettered captives com¬ 
mon on Maya stelae, and by the widespread Conquest-period cus¬ 
tom of obtaining slaves for sacrifice by raiding. Sudi raiding would 
hardly have occurred had all the centers been on amicable terms 
with each other. There is evidence of at least one and probably 
several rather sharply drawn cultural frontiers in the Yucatan 
Peninsula during the second half of the Classic stage, and there 
seems every reason to believe that political boundaries coincided 
with them. These suggestions of Maya turmoil do not, however, 
negate the picture of surprising homogeneity and comparative tran¬ 
quility in the central Maya area during Gassic times. 



THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL DATA •••• 

In attempting to reconstruct the history of the Clasac-stage 
Maya we must depend almost exclusively on archaeological 
evidence, since the Classic Maya were overcome by a foreign 
group, the Toltecs, over a half millennium before the European 
Conquest. 

The archaeological data for the reconstruction of Classic-stage 
history have been developed by excavation and from close study 
of the Classic sites themselves—their epigraphy, art, and archi¬ 
tecture. The evidence supplied by the dated monuments provides 
a reliable chronological framework in the areas where such monu¬ 
ments are found. The sculpture and architecture can be analyzed 
stylistically to indicate the boundaries and distribution of archaeo- 
logic subprovinces and to reflect the interplay of the forces which 
brought about the development, florescence, and decline of the 
Classic Maya. Because of its universal utility, pottery closely re¬ 
flects the domestic habits of its makers, and changes due to outside 
influences appear quickly. The position of different wares in strati¬ 
fied refuse heaps shows the order in which such influences have 
made themselves felt. The presence of occasional pottery trade 
pieces permits time relations with other cultures to be established. 

If we interpret the archaeological evidence in the light of condi¬ 
tions obtaining among the Conquest-period and modern Maya, we 
shall come as near as possible to a reconstruction of the major 
trends of Classic history. 

The Classic stage in the central Maya area may be divided into 
two major periods: Early and Late. The Early period is thought 
to have begun a little before the earliest Maya date, at about 
8.14.0.0.0 (a.d. 317), and it ended at 9.8.O.O.O. (a.d. 593). (See 
chapter xii for an explanation of Maya dates.) This period of 
a little more than three centuries saw the spread of Maya-style 
dated stelae, and the accompanying vaulted architecture from re¬ 
stricted origins in the Peten region to almost their greatest extent. 
Although the architecture shows consistent refinement and im¬ 
provement through this period, the sculpture of stelae cannot be so 
characterized; the sculpture of the Early period, although less 



•••• ornate and complex than that of later times, is vigorous and natural- 
istic. The Tzakol pottery which accompanies this period is the 
earliest polychrome painted ware of the Maya areaj it is deco¬ 
rated ip a bold, handsome manner in motifs ranging from geometric 
figures to Maya-style masks. 

The Late period lasted from 9.8.0.0.0 (a.d. 593) to at least 
the end of the Maya Initial Series inscriptions at 10.3.0.0.0 
(a.d. 889). This period saw first an aaelerated activity, and an 
increasing refinement in architecture and the arts, coupled with 
extensive religious construction in the eastern and western regions 
of the central Maya area. Both the architecture and sculpture of 
the central area reached their heights during the century preced¬ 
ing 9.18.0.0.0 (a.d. 790) in such eastern and western Maya cen¬ 
ters as Copan, Piedras Negras, Yaxchilan, and Palenque. From 
this time on, the decline was rapid, with the Peten region in its 
van, until, by a.d. 900, Long Count inscriptions were no longer 
written, and organized religious activities ceased. In the western 
part of the central area there is some evidence of the intentional 
defacement of religious sculpture j over all the central area the 
religious centers fell to ruin. 

The architecture of the Late period at Uaxactun follows a 
course in accord with the above-described general developments. 
There is a gradual refinement in masonry techniques and archi¬ 
tectural form until sometime later .than 9.14.0.O.0, after which 
architectural construction shows little change. Classic Maya sculp¬ 
ture, according to ProskouriakofF’s analysis, also follows a course 
consistent with the general sequence of change. She divides the 
Late period into four sequent phases named Formative, Ornate, 
Dynamic, and Decadent. The first three show progress to a peak 
extending from 9.16.0.0.0 to 9.19.0.0.0. From here the sculpture 
deteriorates. 

In the northern Maya area the course of events was distinc¬ 
tively different in cultural content and emphasis and later in 
time of florescence. This sequence txfill be (^scussed later in the 
chapter. 
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THE CALENDRIC RECORD 

At the beginning of the fourth century of the Christian Era, ^3 
sculptured stone monuments, corbeled roof vaultmg, and Tzakol 
pottery had made their first appearance at Uaxactun, where there 
are six dated monuments, three of which are surely and three prob¬ 
ably referable to Baktun 8. In addition to these stelae, there are 
at least four other monuments at Uaxactun which on stylistic 
grounds are probably referable to Baktun 8. Two other Baktun 8 
monuments are known, one each at Uolantun and Balakbal, the 
former twelve miles south of Uaxactun, the latter thirty-five miles 
north (Plate 19). 

Figure i summarizes the history of the erection of Maya 
stelae. The names of the centers appear in the column at the left. 

The vertical lines represent time periods during the Classic stage; 
above each line is given the corresponding date in both Maya and 
Christian chronology. The solid, horizontal lines indicate the 
length of time between the earliest and the latest known dates at 
each site listed. The beginning or end of any horizontal line shown 
as broken indicates that at such sites there are monuments which, 
on stylistic grounds, may be considered either earlier or later than 
the surely dated monuments there. At first, the ends of katuns 
(19.71 years) were chosen for the dedication of stelae. Shortly, 
as their resources grew, the ceremonial centers were able to erect 
period markers more frequently. The ends of lahuntuns or half- 
katuns were next chosen, in addition to the katun endings, for this 
important ceremony. In fact this ten-year period was the interval 
most commonly selected during Classic times. 

In the early part of the Late Period a monument was erected 
at Piedras Negras in western Peten at the end of a hotun or quarter- 
katun. However, the practice of marking the five-year period 
endings must have proved too costly for the Maya, and only two 
sites—^Piedras Negras and Quirigua—^regularly followed this 
practice. A few others, notably Copan and Naranjo, occasionally 
erected hotun period markers. 

The century embraced by the first quarter of Baktun 9 (435- 
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-Diagram showing length of time the cities of the Classic stage erected dated monuments. Broken lines indicate uncertain dates. 












































534) witnessed an expansion of the sculptured-stela complex. The •••• 
custom of erecting such monuments had probably spread to Copan ^5 
on the extreme southeastern frontier of the Maya area as early 
as 465 (Plate 19). Other cities erecting monuments during the 
first quarter of Baktun 9 (435-534) were Cerro de las Mesas 
(467); Oxkintok and Altar de Sacrifidos (475); Tonina (495)} 
Xultun, Piedras Negras, Yaxchilan, Palenque, and Calakmul 
(514); and Naachtun (524). 

The map of the Maya area in Plate 19 shows that by 9,5.o.o.o 
stelae were erected in all parts of the Yucatan Peninsula. They 
are also found in the Usumacinta Valley in the west, at Altar de 
Sacrifidos, Yaxchilan, Piedras Negras, and Palenque; in the south¬ 
eastern area at Copan; in the southwestern highlands at Tonina; 
and in the state of Yucatan at Oxkintok. 

A rather surprising hiatus occurred in the erection of monu¬ 
ments between 9.5.0.0.0 and 9.8.0.0.0, the beginning of the Late 
Classic Period. Then nine centfers burst into activity. Five of these 
new centers were in the nudear region—El Encanto, Yaxha, Na¬ 
ranjo, Pusilha, and Uxul; one in the southwestern highlands— 
Chinkultic; and three in northeastern Yucatan—^Tzibanche, Ich- 
paatun, and Coba. 

Late in the second quarter of Baktun 9 at least fourteen new 
ceremonial centers began to erect stelae. Only two of these centers, 
Quirigua and Etzna, became important, the former because of 
its series of fine sculptured monuments and the latter because of 
its extensive architecture. 

From 9.15.0.0.0 to 9.18.0.0.0 (731-790) the Classic Maya 
continued to expand, but chiefly in the outlands. Only two new 
large centers, Seibal and Nakum, both in Peten (Plate 19), began 
to erect monuments during this period. However, there are eight 
smaller centers, also in Peten or in the adj oining region to the east; 
at least twelve other small sites, six of them in the Usumadnta 
Valley immediately to the west; two in the southeastern hig^i- 
lands; one in the southeast; and three in the far north, all of which 
erected monuments for the first time during the Late Period. 

At the end of Katun 18 (790) the Maya were at their esthetic 























































































peak. A century and a half earlier, Palenque had begun to produce 
masterpieces of low-relief sculpture in its temple tablets. This ^7 
highly specialized art form is found only at this site and at one or 
two near-by centers. The most notable example is the tablet of 
the Temple of the Cross at Palenque (Plate 32^). The latest 
known example of the low-relief tablet is the beautiful hiero¬ 
glyphic slab found at the foot of the tower in the adjoining court 
of the Palace group at Palenque, which was dedicated in 783. 
Yaxchilan began producing beautiful reliefs as early as 692 but did 
not reach its sculptural zenith until 726 with the fine Lintels 24 
(Plate 71^), 25 (Plate 7i«), and 26 in Structure 23. Thirty-five 
years later magnificent stelae were still being erected there. 

Piedras Negras reached a high artistic plane in 731, and con¬ 
tinued at this level until 795. It reached its peak of sculptural 
brilliance in 761 in the Lintel, or Wall Panel, 3 from Structure 
O-13, one of the finest sculptures produced in ancient America 
(Plate 69a). 

At the end of Katun 18 (790), the stela cult reached its widest 
extension. Nineteen cities erected period markers to commemorate 
this one katun ending: twelve in Petenj Piedras Negras in the 
Usumacinta Valley; Copan and Quirigua in the southeast; To- 
nina, Santa Elena Poco Uinic, and Chinkultic in the southwestern 
Chiapas highlands; and Etzna in the northern half of the Yucatan 
Peninsula. The diagram in Figure 2 shows graphically this all- 
time high of monumental activity in 9.18.0.0.0 (790), and the 
sharp decline in the practice of erecting period markers after 
Katun 18. 

At the end of Katun 19 (810), twelve cities erected period 
markers: six in the central area; Piedras Negras; Quirigua; and 
four in the Chiapas highlands, at Chinkultic and Chiapa. By 
the end of the next katun, io.o.o.ao (830), the number of 
sites which erected period markers had dropped to three: Uaxac- 
tun and Oxpemul in the central area, and Tila in the Chiapas 
highlands. 

At the ntxt katun ending, in 10.1.0.0.0 (849), five centers 
erected period markers, all in the central Peten area. The lahun- 



•••• tun ending in 859 was marked by the erection of monuments at 
68 two cities, both in central Peten. The katun ending 10.2.0.0.0 
(869) was celelwated by the erection of monuments at three cities: 
Tikal, Tayasal-Flores, and Seibal, again all in Peten. On the fol¬ 
lowing lahuntun ending, 879, four sites erected stelae: Ixlu and 
Xamantun in the central region; Quen Santo in the western Guate¬ 
mala highlands; and Chichen Itza in northeastern Yucatan. 

The last katun of the Classic stage to be commemorated by 
the dedication of a monument was 10.3.0.0.0 (889). Only three 
cities erected monuments on this date: Uaxactun, Xultun, and 
Xamantun, all in the central area. The katun ending 10.4.0.0.0 
(909) is found engraved on a jade gorget from Tzibanche in 
southern Quintana Roo, Mexico. This is the latest certain Long 
Count date. 

It cannot be presumed that the cities of the central Maya area 
were abandoned immediately after each had erected its last known 
monument. Undoubtedly many people lingered on after the cen¬ 
ters had ceased to erect monuments; but it is doubtful that the 
sites long retained their importance as ceremonial centers, or as 
cultural foci. The old pattern of living, which had depended upon 
elaborate social organization, was gone. The remnants of the 
central area Maya dwindled in numbers. When Cortez crossed 
Peten from northwest to MUtheast in 1324-25, all the centers 
were entirely abandoned. The first Spaniards saw Yaxchilan and 
Tikal in 1696; at that time both these sites were completely over¬ 
grown with tropical forest. 

It must be cautioned that this section presents only a history 
of dated stelae. This restriction eliminates large areas and certain 
time periods from consideration. The story told here is likely, 
however, to present an accurate account of the spread and activities 
of the central Maya priestly hierarchy. 

CAUSES OF THE DECLINE AND FALL OF THE 
CLASSIC CULTURE 

A number of causes have been suggested as responsible for the 
decline and fall of the Classic Maya—earthquakes, climatic 



changes, epidemics, foreign conquest, civil war, intellectual and *••• 
esthetic exhaustion, social decay, governmental disorganization, and ^9 
economic collapse due to the failure of the Maya agricultural sys¬ 
tem to meet the needs of the increasing population. Each of these 
suggestions should be examined more closely before attempting 
to decide among them. 

The first cause, earthquake activity, seems the least likely. It 
rests primarily upon two factors: (i) the present ruined condi¬ 
tion of the Classic-stage cities and (2) the prevalence of severe 
earthquakes in the highlands of Guatemala immediately south of 
Peten. However, the following objections may be raised. Al¬ 
though the Guatemala and Chiapas highlands are sometimes vio¬ 
lently shaken by earthquakes, the Peten lowlands, owing to their 
distance from the principal earthquake belt, do not experience the 
heavy shocks of the highlands. Earthquakes there are much less 
severe, although it may be noted that in 1936 the whole Maya 
area was shaken severely enough to damage certain monuments. 
However, most of the destruction seen in the Maya sites can be 
accounted for by the irresistible tropical growth which levels all 
before it. No other region, either in the Old World or the New, 
is known to have been permanently abandoned because of earth¬ 
quake activity. Individual cities, it is true, have been permanently 
abandoned on account of earthquake and volcanic activity—^Pom¬ 
peii and Herculaneum, for example—^but never whole countries. 

Thus the earthquake hypothesis may be rejected. 

The idea that climatic changes brought about the destruction 
and abandonment of the Classic Map sites is based upon the as¬ 
sumption that the Peten lowlands had a much lower annual rain¬ 
fall at that time than they have today, owing to a supposed south¬ 
ward shift of general climatic zones in the Western Hemisphere. 

This assumed lower rainfall in Peten is supposed to have allowed 
better living conditions there, with a less luxuriant vegetation 
which was easier for the Map farmer to clear. Later, toward the 
end of the Classic stage, the general climatic zones are hypothesized 
to have shifted northward again, tn'inging bac^ an increased rain¬ 
fall to the Peten lowlands. The dry seasons are assumed to have 



•••• become so short that the bush could no longer be effectively 
7 ® burned, and agriculture, as practiced by the ancient Maya, had to 
be given up. 

The data upon which this hypothesis is based are derived from 
evidence concerning past rainfall in central and northern Cali¬ 
fornia, as established by the varying thicknesses of the tree rings in 
the redwoods there. While these tree rings present an accurate 
record of rainfall in the northern half of California for a long 
period, it has since been demonstrated that it is unlikely that 
changes in California were accompanied by corresponding changes 
in the Yucatan Peninsula. 

According to supporters of the malaria and yellow fever 
hypothesis, recurring epidemics of these diseases so decimated the 
Maya that they were forced to abandon their cities in the Peten 
lowlands and seek more healthful surroundings elsewhere. 
Neither of these diseases, however, is known to have existed in 
the New World prior to the Conquest. Malaria is known from 
before this time in Europe, and the high resistance to yellow fever 
shown by Negroes is living evidence of an African origin of this 
disease. The devastating effect of the earliest yellow fever epi¬ 
demic recorded in the Americas, in 1648, indicates further that it 
was an imported disease. 

There is no archaeological evidence that foreign conquest 
brought about the depopulation of the central Maya area, although 
there is possible evidence of an anticlerical revolt at Piedras Negras, 
where various religious sculptures were defaced. Central Classic 
sculpture is conspicuously lacking in the representation of warlike 
scenes. Bound captives are occasionally portrayed, but the context 
in which they appear suggests religious ceremonies, and warfare 
is almost certainly not implied. 

It has been suggested that the tendency toward flamboyance 
in Maya art, which became more pronounced as the Late Period 
neared its end, must indicate a corresponding cultural decadence 
among the late Classic Maya, and that this was sufficient to have 
brought about the downfall and abandonment of their centers. 
Although this explanation seems plausible, it leaves une:q}lored 



the ultimate causes of the collapse of the Maya priesthood, and •••• 
does not adequately explain the depopulation of the sites in the 7 ^ 
central Maya area. 

Another possible explanation may be sought in agricultural 
exhaustion. If the Maya system of agriculture was followed un¬ 
interruptedly for a long time in any one region, it might finally 
have ceased to yield sufficient crops to support the resident popu¬ 
lation, owing to soil exhaustion. When the Maya civilization first 
developed in the lowlands of northern Peten, this region was 
densely forested. However, the repeated clearing and burning of 
areas to serve as corn lands may have gradually converted the 
original forests into man-made grasslands. Since the ancient Maya 
had no implements for breaking the sod, such areas would have 
become useless for agriculture. 

Savanna areas are common in some parts of the Peten but, as 
Eric Thompson has pointed out, ruins are not usually found near 
them, and grass areas such as town plazas characteristically revert 
immediately to forest if untended. It is unlikely that the savannas 
in the Peten and elsewhere are man-made. Kidder has pointed out 
the inadequacy of the agricultural failure theory to explain the 
abandonment of Copan, which is situated in a river valley so fertile 
and well watered that exhaustion of its agricultural resources seems 
impossible. 

The fall as well as the rise of the central Maya civilization is 
difficult to explain by environmental factors or known historical 
events. The causal element for the Maya decline may be restricted 
and defined if we assume that the contemporaneous decline of other 
Classic New World civilizations were influenced by historically 
related causes. These cultures are widely enough separated to pre¬ 
clude the action of similar environmental factors or of directly 
related political events. Trade communications did not unite them. 

Just as peoples in widely spaced areas of aboriginal America de¬ 
veloped similar formal governments ruled by priests, they may 
have tired simultaneously of this way of life. The lower classes 
must have revolted, and word must have traveled. Such a drastic 
change may well have been caused by the formation of an organ- 
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ized set of new ideas as to the purpose of existence—a new phi- •••• 
losophy. 73 

Whatever aused the fall of the Maya priests it was amazingly 
complete. The central Peten is virtually uninhabited at the present 
time save for a sparse, seasonal scattering of chicle gatherers. 
Although it is possible that the commoners survived the collapse 
of the priestly hierarchy for a while, there is little archaeological 
evidence of population of any sort after the erection of monuments 
ceased. 

CLASSIC-STAGE OCCUPATION OF THE NORTHERN AREA 

At least parts of the Mexican states of Campeche, Yucatan, and 
Quintana Roo were a part of the widespread lowland tradition in 
Preclassic times and became provincial to the Peten during the 
early Classic stage. Late in the Classic stage this area saw the flo¬ 
rescence of an indigenous culture, influenced by, but not born of, 
the central Classic Maya civilization. This culture expanded to 
cover the whole northern area by the end of the Classic stage, and 
was invaded, seemingly at the height of its development, by Toltecs 
from the Mexican mainland. 

A total of twenty-one surely dated monuments and buildings 
at ten sites are now known in northern and central Yucatan, Cam¬ 
peche, and Quintana Roo; these will be found listed in Table IV. 

This table shows that there are ten dated sites represented here: 
five sites in the east coast region—^Tzibanche, Ichpaatun, Tulum, 

Coba, and Chichen Itza (Plate 19)—^and five in the west coast 
region—Santa Rosa Xtampak, Etzna, Holactun, Oxkintok, and 
the Island of Jaina. More than twenty stelae at Dzibilchaltun, 
and one at Dzilam, none of them datable, show that stelae were 
erected over most of the northern area, but that many of them 
were not of central Maya type. 

The dates in Table IV indicate that the ten sites were con¬ 
temporaneous with the last four and a quarter centuries of the 
Classic stage—^475-909. It will also be noted from Table IV that 
the earliest certain date in the northern half of the peninsula, 



of the Maya Era, or 475, is inscribed on a lintel at Oxkin- 
74 tok in the northwestern corner (Plate i 8 «). 

Unfortunately for an accurate chronological background, the 
Maya Long Count did not survive in any of the peripheral areas 
after the collapse of civilization in the central region. In the north, 
during late Classic times, an abbreviated form of the Long Count 
was used in its place, but this is neither so accurate nor so well under¬ 
stood as the older Initial Series dating (see chapter xii). For this 
reason later Yucatecan history lacks the solid chronological frame¬ 
work offered by the dated monuments of the Classic stage. 

Ceramic studies over the northern Yucatan Peninsula show an 
extensive Formative occupation in which three successive periods 
can be recognized. Twelve sites have so far produced Formative 
ceramics. A considerable part of this area was provincial to the 
Peten until about 9.12.0.0.0 (a.d. 672). The architecture as well 
as the inscriptions at Coba compare closely and favorably with those 
of contemporaneous Peten sites. At Yaxuna, although the archi¬ 
tecture has been razed for later construction, the pottery is Peten- 
like, of the Tzakol and Tepeu phases. At Acanceh in central Yuca¬ 
tan a similar picture emerges, although Peten' resemblances are 
not so striking. The famous stucco fagade (Plate 79) is of early 
Classic date. There is further evidence, as yet not fully investi¬ 
gated, that the early Classic architecture of northern Yuatan is 
similar to that of the Peten. 

At Oxkintok the picture is different. Although the early 
Classic architecture is in general similar to that of the Peten, the 
pottery is distinctive and highly developed. It is mainly mono¬ 
chrome, some of it showing mottled firing effects j the forms are 
delicate and handsome and many pieces are highly burnished. A 
little pottery of this type has been found at Campeche and a few 
similarities to Tabasco pottery are recognizable. There are also 
suggestions that some characteristics of the Puuc-style pottery, 
which overlies the early Classic occupation at Oxkintok, may have 
been inspired by these early Classic wares. Although the Tabasco 
lowlands are generally considered a part of the central Maya area 
because of architectural and sculptural similarities, their ceramics 



are nearly unknown and may prove distinctive enough to set that •••• 
area apart. It is quite possible that Ojdcintok is an outlier of that 75 
culture zone. Peten trade wares are rare in the Oxkintok collec¬ 
tions, but are sufficient to date them. 

At Etzna, farther south in Campeche, there are evidences of 
Peten-like early Tepeu polychromes, but the architecture contem¬ 
poraneous with them is uncertain. The architecture at Holactun 
and Santa Rosa Xtampak, and the overlying architecture at Acan- 
ceh, Oxkintok, Holactun, and Etzna is of Puuc-Chenes style, and 
is associated at all these sites with slateware pottery. Thus there 
is evidence at several points throughout northern Yucatan of cul¬ 
tural similarities to the early Classic central Maya area in both 
architecture and ceramics, followed by even stronger cultural ties 
with the Puuc region in late Classic times. The exception is Ox¬ 
kintok, which shows an early Classic-stage culture of unknown 
affiliations. 

Directly north of Peten there are three regions showing dis¬ 
tinctive architecture and pottery, and almost lacking in stelae. 

These are, from south to north, the Rio Bee, Chenes, and Puuc 
regions. The sites of all three regions show a somewhat looser 
plan than do the Peten sites. There are fewer temples on tall 
pyramids and more palace-type buildings, which are often placed 
about closed quadrangles. In all these areas the pr^ominant pot¬ 
tery is slateware, a handsome, finely formed and finished, but plain 
pottery, which contrasts with the softer, thinner monochromes and 
polychromes of the Peten and northern Yucatan. 

The buildings of the Chenes and Rio Bee areas have much in 
conunon: doors in the form of dragon mouths, with elaborate, 
heavily stuccoed mask forms surrounding them, are characteristic. 
Towers in the form of dummy temples on the tops of pyramids 
ornament building corners} masonry is of block form, with well- 
finished faces. Puuc architecture is distinguished by finely cut 
stone mosaic in the upper zones of building fagades, and by the use 
of circular columns dividing doorways. Puuc masonry is faced 
with thin stone slabs having beveled edges. It is likely that the 
Chenes and Rio Bee sites belong to a single large culture area, the 



•••• center of which is still nearly unexplored. The Puuc area is much 
7 ^ smaller. Many sites in the Chenes and Puuc areas bear buildings 
in the style of both. In such sites, the Puuc-style buildings are 
stratigraphically later than the Chenes. 

The border region between the Rio Bee and Peten seems to 
show a marked lack of the cultural overlap so characteristic of the 
Chenes and Puuc regions. Peten- and Rio Bec-style sites, even 
when separated by only a few miles, are distinct architecturally, in 
their plans, and in the absence of stelae in the Rio Bee sites. Al¬ 
though the ceramics of these two types of sites have not been 
thoroughly investigated as yet, preliminary checks suggest that they 
will prove to be at least partially contemporaneous as well as quite 
distinctive. This must mean that a sharp cultural boundary existed 
for a time between the Rio Bee and the Peten. Since these regions 
form a continuous physiographic area with imperceptible change in 
rainfall and vegetation, and since there is no evidence of a former 
linguistic boundary, some sort of a political division seems likely 
to have caused the culture boundary. It also seems probable that 
the center of the Chenes-Rio Bee culture area lay well to the north 
of the boundary zone, perhaps in east central Campeche. 

This archaeological evidence is considerably at variance with 
the earlier reconstructions of northern Maya history, based on Con¬ 
quest-period native accounts. The concept that the Puuc sites rep¬ 
resent a renaissance of activity of the central Maya which followed 
a northward migration subsequent to the abandonment of their 
home area is not borne out. It is significant that both ceramic in¬ 
fluence and trade from the central area into the northern part of 
the peninsula declines sharply after Tepeu i times, indicating the 
growth of a strong indigenous culture in the north, contempora¬ 
neous with the height of central Maya development. 

The late Classic cultural florescence in the Puuc area has left 
the most spectacular concentration of architectural remains in the 
Americas. In addition to the several larger sites—Uxmal, Labna, 
Sayil, and Kabah—^many square miles of country are studded with 
standing corbel-vaulted buildings and numerous remains of house 
platforms and dsterns. There is ceramic evidence that Puuc culture 



finally extended over the northern Yucatan plain, succeeding the •••• 
Peten-afHliated early Classic culture. The increasing use of Puuc- 77 
style slateware in northern sites while the early Classic-stage mono¬ 
chromes were still in use also documents a gradual spread of influ¬ 
ence from the Puuc. The brilliant spurt of architectural activity in 
the Puuc must have depended upon the development of under¬ 
ground cisterns which drained the paved plaza areas surrounding 
their mouths. It has been estimated that the drainage area of the 
major plazas of Uxmal alone could supply five thousand people 
with water throughout the year. The Puuc Maya did not live at 
their religious centers, although they must have visited and worked 
at them frequently. Cisterns with collecting platforms and house 
foundations are scattered throughout the open country. The Puuc 
is almost uninhabited at present, and seems to have been at dl times 
save during its cultural heyday. Although it is agriculturally rich, 
there is no available water there for six months of the year. 

The dearth of Postclassic cultural remains in the Puuc is 
startling, following such a heavy occupation. The Toltec invaders 
who overwhelmed Chichen Itza at the start of the Postclassic stage 
must have forcibly removed the inhabitants of the Puuc. The 
Yucatan plain, with its abundance of cenotes, would have allowed 
the concentration of people into easily controlled large settlements, 
and the Toltecs may well have done this. 

The historical accounts current among the Yucatan Maya at the 
time of the Spanish Conquest bear but uncertain resemblances to 
the archaeological reconstruction given above. Fray Lizana in his 
Historia de Yucatan desaibes the tradition as follows: 

The early fathers who first emplanted the faith of Christ in Yucatan knew 
that the people here came, some from the west and some from the east, and 
thus in their ancient language they call the east in another way than today. 

Today they call the east Likin which is the same as when the sun rises, as 
with us. And the west they call Chikin which is the same as the setting or 
end of the sun or when it hides itself, as with us. And anciently they called 
the east Genial and the west Nohenial cenial which is to say the small de¬ 
scent, and nohenial the great descent. And the reason they say this is because 
fr(»n the part of the east there came down to this land few people, and that 
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of the west, many, and with this word they understand few or many, the 
east and the west; and the few people from one part and the many from 
the other. 

The eastern of the two “descents” described by Lizana may 
correspond to certain passages in the Chilam Balams, a series of 
documents which probably are copies of pre-Conquest Maya co- 
dices (see chapter xii). The Chilam Balam of Mani gives the 
following account of the “discovery” of Chichen Itza: 

Then took place die discovery of the province of Ziyancaan, or Bakha- 
lal; Katun 4 Ahau, Katun 2 Ahau, Katun 13 Ahau [specific 20-year pe¬ 
riods] , three-score years they ruled Ziyancaan when they descended here; 
in these years that they ruled Bakhalal it occurred then that Chichen Itza 
was discovered. 60 years. 

The first chronicle from the Book of Chilam Balam of Chu- 
mayel is much more brief: 

In Katun 6 Ahau took place the discovery of Chichen Itza. 

The Tizimin chronicle says: 

Katun 8 Ahau; it occurred that Chichen Itza was learned about; the 
discovery of the province of Ziyancaan took place. 

The province of Ziyancaan Bakhalal is the area surrounding 
Lake Bacalar in southern Campeche. In addition to the discrepan¬ 
cies in dates shown in the three passages, all the Chilam Balam 
dates repeat cyclically every 256 years, and thus cannot be fixed 
in time. As may be seen, Yucatan Conquest-period documents are 
of little service in writing Classic-stage history. 



THE POSTCLASfK STA«E 


WITH THE FLOWERING of the Puuc culture during late 
Classic times, the center of Maya activity had shifted from the 
Peten to Yucatan. There is evidence that during this period—^about 
A.D. 800 to 900—Puuc culture spread throughout the northern 
half of the peninsula, and that architectural achieveraent reached 
a final peak of elegance. 

The ceremonial centers of the central area were in decline from 
Copan to Palenque, and in the Valley of Mexico Teotihuacan had 
long since been burned. Kaminaljuyu, near Guatemala City, seems 
to have lost its ceremonial splendor. Only at Taj in in central Vera¬ 
cruz, and at Xochicalco, southwest of Mexico City, do we suspect 
that major ceremonial centers were functioning. The reasons for 
the decline of the central Maya area have been discussed in chap¬ 
ter iv. If these causes were social and political rather than factors 
in the natural environment, their wide geographic spread is more 
easily explained. 

The Puuc sites, as well as those of the Chenes and Rio Bee, 
are less formal in plan and less effort was spent on the monumental 
aspects of architecture. The ceramics show handsome form and 
unusual technical competence but are less elaborate and were made 
with less meticulous care than Peten ceramics. Population in these 
sites was probably heavier and social organization may even have 
been more complex, but class structuring must have been less 
sharply marked than in the Peten. Similar interpretations may 
with some reason be made for Taj in, Xochicalco, and the sites of 
this period in the Valley of Mexico, but our data for such infer¬ 
ences are as yet scanty. 

Into this rather easygoing milieu came the Toltecs, with such 
catalytic effect over Mesoamerica that stories concerning them were 
almost universally encountered by the Spanish five hundred years 
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later. In Yucatan the Toltec conquest changed the Maya way of 
life considerably more than did the Spanish. 

Various accounts—from Guatemala, Yucatan, and the Mexican 
mainland—chronicle the coming of the Toltecs to the Maya area. 
They are described as leaving Tula, their capital northwest of Mex¬ 
ico City, and proceeding to Veracruz. From there they went south 
and split into two groups in extreme southern Veracruz. One group 
went to the Guatemala highlands, the other eastward along the 
shore of the Gulf of Campeche to Yucatan. 

Archaeological remains of Toltec influence are found in the 
Guatemala highlands and in Yucatan. The most impressive Toltec 
site in the Maya area is Chichen Itza, Yucatan. The most coherent 
account of Chichen Itza and of the later site of Mayapan was given 
by Bishop Diego de Landa in his Relacion de las cosas de Yucatany 
written about 1566: 

Chichen Itza is a very fine site, ten leagues from Izamal and eleven 
from Valladolid. It is said that it was ruled by three lords who were broth¬ 
ers who came into that country from the west, who were very devout, and 
so they built very beautiful temples and they lived very chastely without 
wives, and one of them died or went away, upon’ which the others acted 
unjustly and indecently and for this they were put to death. ... It is 
believed among the Indians that with the Itzas who occupied Chichen Itza 
there reigned a great lord, named Kukulcan, and that the principal building, 
which is called Kukulcan, shows this to be true. They say that he arrived 
from the west; but they differ among themselves as to whether he arrived 
before or after the Itzas or with them. They say that he was favorably 
disposed, and had no wife or children, and that after his return he was 
regarded in Mexico as one of their gods and called Quetzalcoatl; and 
they also considered him a god in Yucatan on account of his being a 
just statesman; and this is seen in the order which he imposed on Yucatan 
after the death of the lords, in order to calm the dissensions which their 
deaths had caused in the country. 

This Kukulcan established another city after arranging with the native 
lords of the country that he and they should live there and that all their 
affairs and business should be brought there; and for this purpose they 
chose a very good situation, eight leagues further in the interior than 
MIrida is now, and fifteen or sixteen leagues from the sea. They sur- 



rounded it with a very broad stone wall, laid dry, of about an eighth of a 
league, leaving in it only two narrow gates. The wall was not very high 
and in the midst of this enclosure they built their temples, and the largest, 
which is like that of Chichen Itza, they called Kukulcan, and they built 
another building of a round form, with four doors, entirely different from 
all the others in that land, as well as a great number of others round about 
joined together. In this enclosure they built houses for the lords only, 
dividing all the land among them, giving towns to each one, according 
to the antiquity of his lineage and his personal value. And Kukulcan gave 
a name to this city—^not his own as the Ah Itzas had done in Chichen Itza, 
which means the well of Ah Itzas, but he called it Mayapan, which means 
“the standard of the Maya,” because they called the language of the country 
Maya^ and the Indians [say] which means “within the enclosure.” 

This Kukulcan lived with the lords in that city for several years; and leav¬ 
ing them in great peace and friendship, he returned by the same way to 
Mexico, and on the way he stopped at Champoton, and, in memory of him 
and of his departure, he erected a fine building in the sea like that of 
Chichen Itza, a long stone’s throw from the shore. And thus Kukulcan 
left a perpetual remembrance in Yucatan. 

Kukulcan, the Feathered Serpent, was the Toltec culture hero 
(Quetzalcoatl in the Nahua language) and was an exiled king 
of Tula, notable for his widespread conquest. The Itzas are char¬ 
acterized in the Yucatecan sources as foreigners. Although their 
relation to the Toltecs is not completely certain, they were the ruling 
house at Chichen Itza, and are in most accounts identified as the 
followers of Kukulcan. At the fall of that city they migrated south 
with their followers to Lake Peten Itza, where they formed the 
last organized group of Maya to be conquered by the Spanish. 

The relationship of Mayapan to Chichen Itza has been clarified 
archaeologically during the last few years. Mayapan was built 
after the fall of Chichen Itza and, according to sixteenth-century 
documents, was abandoned before the Spanish Conquest, about 
A.D. 1450. Bishop Landa in another passage describes the rule of 
Mayapan as follows: 

After the departure of Kukulcan, the nobles agreed, in order that the 
government should endure, that the house of the Cocoms should have the 
chief power because it was the most ancient or the richest family, or because 



■■■■“• he who was at the head of it was a man of greatest worth. This being done 
82 since within the enclosure there were only temples and houses for the lords 
and the high priests, they ordered that other houses should be constructed 
outside, where each one of them could keep servants, and to which the people 
from their towns could repair, when they came to the city on business. 
Each one then established in these houses his major domo, who bore for his 
badge of office a short and thick stick, and they called him caluac. He kept 
account with the towns and with those who ruled them; and to them was 
sent notice of what was needed in the house of their lord, such as birds, 
maize, honey, salt, fish, game, cloth and other things, and the caluac al\Vays 
went to the house of his lord, in order to see what was wanted and pro¬ 
vided it immediately, since his house was, as it were, the office of his lord. 

We have Indications from other accounts that several local 
Yucatecan kings in addition to the Cocoms participated in the rule 
of Yucatan from Mayapan. The government thus would seem to 
have been a confederation, centered in a capital where local rulers 
could spend part or all of their time, supported by feudal retainers. 

The circumstances under which Mayapan replaced Chichen 
Itza as the capital are confused in the account. There are stories 
of political intrigue, and of the kidnaping of the wife of the ruler 
of Chichen Itza by the ruler of Izamal. In the'ensuing war Hunac 
Ceel, ruler of Mayapan, conquered Chichen Itza. There is definite 
archaeological evidence that the Toltec-introduced religion of 
Chichen Itza was continued at Mayapan; temples and religious art 
at Mayapan copy the earlier style of Chichen Itza slavishly. There 
is both archaeological and documentary evidence of continuous 
pressure from Mexico on political affairs in Yucatan. Hunac Ceel 
is said to have employed Mexican mercenaries against Chichen Itza, 
and twice later Cocom rulers of Mayapan brought in Mexican sol¬ 
diers from garrisons in Tabasco. The second time the Mexicans 
were defeated but were allowed to stay as colonists in northwest 
Yucatan. 

The above accounts suggest that the Postclassic stage in Yucatan 
divides naturally into two main periods, first that of Chichen Itza, 
then Mayapan, and that these were followed by a period of political 



collapse. The order of the first two periods, and in fact their dis- 
tinctiveness in time, has been determined archaeologically. With 
this order determined, the length of the periods can be hypothe¬ 
sized with some degree of likelihood from the katun-round dates 
assigned to historical events in the various Chilam Balams. These 
may be checked against datings arrived at independently in the 
Valley of Mexico. Table III shows the time sequence of Postclassic 
Yucatecan history. 

The archaeological evidences of Toltec influence at Chichen 
Itza are amazingly exact and definitive when the distance to the 
Toltec area is considered. Tula, the Toltec capital, has been ex¬ 
cavated and restored during the last fifteen years, allowing a whole 
series of close comparisons in sculpture and architecture with Chi¬ 
chen Itza. The Mexican characteristics at Chichen Itza nearly all 
appear as Postclassic innovations in Yucatan j many of them are 
duplicated or nearly duplicated at Tula, and the rest occur at other 
sites in central Mexico. Among such innovations are: 

I. Colonnades either within or adjacent to buildings. These 
colonnades are formed either of square or round columns, often 
sculptured in low relief, which are built of a series of stone drums. 
The form of the colonnades varies widely. A large interior room 
may be roofed on rows of columns (Temple of the Warriors, 
Plate 40). A colonnade or series of colonnades, often multiple- 
ranged, may be found at the base of a pyramid which bears a temple 
on its summit (Temple of the Warriors, Temple of the Wall 
Panels). Colonnades also stand alone, backed by a solid wall and 
sometimes with end walls (South Temple of Great Ball Court, 
Plate 4i<»). Such a colonnade may be backed by a square or rec¬ 
tangular courtyard surrounded interiorly by another colonnade, 
and communicating by means of a doorway with the colonnade in 
front (Mercado). Colonnades with backing walls often have ac¬ 
cessory structures such as benches and a dais attached to the rear 
wall. Roofing on the colonnades may be either beam and mortar 
roofing (Warriors), thatch roofing (Mercado), or Maya corbel 
vaulting (many structures). The vaulted roofs are supported on 



exceedingly long wooden lintels, the column-lintel arrangement 
being substituted for the continuous masonry walls of Classic-stage 
Maya buildings. 

2. Round temples occur from early times on the Mexican 
mainland, but first appear in the Maya area at this period (Caracol, 
Plate 420). 

3. Wide doorways contain two stone columns in the form of 
feathered serpents j the head is on the ground, the body is vertical, 
and the tail runs forward and up and bears a wooden lintel 
(Plate 41^). 

4. General use of feathered serpents as ornaments on balus¬ 
trades, panels, etc. 

5. A battered basal zone on the exterior faces of most pyra¬ 
mids and building walls. This zone usually stands at an angle of 
about 75 degrees, to a height of about 3 feet, and contrasts with the 
characteristically vertical Maya walls. 

6. Prowling jaguars, full-faced Tlaloc figures, vultures in pro¬ 
file holding a human heart in their talons, and a reclining human 
figure holding a long, diagonally placed spear. These motifs are 
nearly identical at Tula and Chichen Itza as bas-relief carvings. 

7. Tzompantli or skull rack. This is a low platform, walled 
in stone and covered with human skulls sculptured in relief. Al¬ 
though no tzompantli has been found at Tula, they have been 
found at other sites in central Mexico. 

8. Atlantean figures, men with hands upraised to support a dais 
or door lintel, sculptured in full round. 

9. Warrior figures in a variety of sculptural treatments, but 
wearing characteristic clothing, ornaments, and insignia. They are 
found in processions on altars, singly on square columns, as carya¬ 
tids sculptured in full round at Tula. Insignia include butterfly¬ 
shaped gorgets and headdress ornaments, various styles of head- 
gear including headdresses identifiable as related to those of the 
Aztec military orders of Eagles and Jaguars. Many figures carry 
^ear throwers. 

10. Chac Mools, figures of men lying on their backs with the 
knees and head raised, and with the hands surrounding a bowl- 



shaped depression arved at about the position of the navel. These 
are sculptured in full round. 

11. Standard bearers, sculptured standing figures with hands 
held in front of the body and a perforation between the hands, 
seemingly designed to hold a pole which likely bore a flag at its top. 

12. Paintings showing human sacrifice by removal of the heart 
of a man stretched supine over an altar. This is known as an Aztec 
custom and was doubtless older on the Mexican mainland. 

13. The carving of bas-relief sculpture on a previously con¬ 
structed masonry wall is extremely rare in late Classic Yucatan 
sites, but is common on Toltec buildings at Tula and Chichen Itza. 

It will be noted that the above listed Toltec innovations at 
Chichen Itza are concerned with the form of objects and of build¬ 
ings which were connected with warfare and religion. There are 
also several representations of the military conquest of the Maya by 
Toltec warriors, whose spear throwers and characteristic shields and 
insignia contrast with Maya-style weapons and costume. Most of 
the sculptured figures which ornament the temples are elements of 
Toltec religious and civil iconography, and the plans of Toltec 
religious and governmental architecture must also be related to 
Toltec formal ceremony. 

In contrast to such foreign forms, the craftsmanship of all the 
carving and of much of the painting and the constructional details 
of the buildings clearly belong to the native craft traditions of 
Yucatan. Comparison of Chichen Itza with Tula sculpture shows 
basic differences in the handling of the subject matter, as well as 
in many details of form. This is clear despite a near identity of 
subject matter and iconographic detail. Tula figures are simpli¬ 
fied and squarish when compared with the curvilinear elaboration 
of the Maya work; Chichen Itza veneer masonry and corbeled 
vaulting have no counterparts at Tula. 

From these archaeological indications we can safely conclude 
that the Toltecs conquered the native Maya, and that they brought 
priests who used the iconography of their religion and the para¬ 
phernalia necessary for its ritual. A major change in religious 
buildings, for example, was the creation of large areas covered by 



beamed roofs supported by spaced columns. The Toltec priests 
86 must have sketched and talked and the Maya produced sculpture 
and architecture to order, but their products were both technically 
and esthetically more refined than those of Tula. On the other 
hand, the foreign nature of the Toltec religious symbolism to the 
Maya craftsmen doubtless explains the lifelessness of many of the 
Toltec symbols in comparison to various livelier and probably less 
rigidly specified carvings and paintings. 

The Gjnquest-period Maya documents, although often histori¬ 
cally confused, add a wealth of enlightening details. There are 
frequent references to the Mexicans as lewd tricksters. There are 
prophecies of their downfall by internal dissension and there are 
laments for the happier, earlier days. 

In due measure did they recite the good prayers, in due measure they 
sought the lucky days, until they saw the good stars enter into their reign. 
Then they kept watch while the reign of the good stars began. Then every¬ 
thing was good. Then' they adhered to the dictates of their reason; in the 
holy faith their lives were passed. . . . The foreigners made it otherwise 
when they arrived here. They brought shameful things when they came. 
They lost their innocence in carnal sin. ... No lucky days were then 
displayed to us. This was the cause of our sickness also. There were no 
more lucky days for us; we had no sound judgment. At the end of our 
loss of vision and of our shame everything shall be revealed. There was no 
great teacher, no great speaker, no supreme priest when the change of rulers 
occurred at their arrival. Lewd were the priests when they came to be 
settled here by the foreigners. Furthermore they left their descendants here 
at Mayapan. These then received the misfortunes, after the affliction of 
these foreigners. These, they say, were the Itza. Three time# it was, they 
say, that the foreigners arrived. 

Lauda’s characterization in the Rdacion de Imcosas de Yuca¬ 
tan is at variance with the uncomplimentary characterization above. 
The rulers of Chichen Itza are described as “three lords who were 
brothers who came into that country from the west, who were very 
devout and so built very beautiful temples and lived very chastely 
without wives, and one of them died or went away, upon which the 
other two acted unjustly and indecently, and for this they were 



put to death.” The Chilam Balam of Mani describes the Itzas as 
“holy men.” From other passages we gather that the brother who 
went away to Mexico was Kukulcan, whereas another passage says 
that Kukulcan founded Mayapan after the building of Chichen 
Itza. It must be remembered that all these stories come from a 
common source j they are the Yucatecans’ concept of their history. 
There is evidence in them of considerable garbling through the 
misplacement of the order of events in time, and a frequent tele¬ 
scoping of the time scale to make successive events contempora¬ 
neous. 

The Maya respect for the piety of Kukulcan, and the luxuriance 
of religious construction at Chichen Itza suggest that the Maya 
may have lent their talents and labor willingly to the furtherance 
of a new religion. Perhaps the Toltec conquest of Yucatan was ac¬ 
complished as much by religious evangelization as by military force. 
The abandonment of Chichen Itza for the new political center of 
Mayapan may reflect discontentment with dissolute and arbitrary 
Mexican successors to the revered Kukulcan. At any rate, the close 
copying of religious architecture at Mayapan suggests that the 
prestige of the imported religion survived political and moral 
dissolution. 

The religious innovations made by the Toltecs must not have 
displaced the Maya faith entirely at any time. At present they form 
no part of the numerous vestiges of Maya religion still held by the 
Yucatpcan farmer. In the sixteenth century Landa reports the cele¬ 
bration of a ritual in honor of Kukulcan, but only as part of a pre¬ 
dominantly Maya religious calendar. Human sacrifice, a part of 
Toltec ritual, was still prominent at the Conquest, but probably as 
an adjunct to Maya ceremonies. 

There was also a high priest over all of Yucatan, who received 
no assignment of servants from the political lords but was sup¬ 
ported by gifts. He held himself apart from things political, and 
from most sacrifices. He appointed all priests, and his advice on 
matters of learning was much' respected by the lords. The office 
was hereditary and it seems possible that this man \^s the head 
of the old Maya priestly hierarchy, shorn of direct political power 



but still influential and respected. The second sons of lords were 
88 trained in priestly learning, which included the calendar and re¬ 
lated ceremonies, divinations and prophecies, Maya writing, and 
cures for diseases. 

The relative strength of the various types of Maya institutions 
may be gauged by the results of the Toltec impact: although a 
number of important Toltec additions were made, the essential 
framework of Maya religion survived. In contrast, Toltec political 
rule was supreme, and Maya learning was used only as an adjunct. 

The ruling political groups at the time of the Spanish Conquest 
prided themselves on their Mexican ancestry, and their leaders pe¬ 
riodically conducted a curious sort of interrogation of officials to 
ensure that no Maya impostors had crept into their ranks. This 
series of riddles, quite nonsensical in form, was called the language 
of Zuyua, and survives in the Chilam Balam of Chumayel. Zuyua 
is a mythical place, associated with Aztec origins and also considered 
the birthplace of Kukulcan. This “language” must have been 
taught by father to son among the rulers, and presumably was un¬ 
known to those not of Mexican descent. Question 2 of the interro¬ 
gation may be cited as an example: “Let them go and get the brains 
of the sky, so that the head-chief may see how large they are.—^This 
is what the brains of the sky are: it is copal gum.” Despite its claim 
as esoteric Mexican lore, the language of Zuyua is studded with 
Maya calendric and religious references, presumably added during 
the five-hundred-year stay of the Mexican rulers in Yuatan. 

The buildings and sculpture at Chichen Itza are finer and on a 
grander scale than those at Tula, and compare favorably with those 
at Uxmal, which it displaced as the most magnificent center in Yu¬ 
catan. The grandeur of Chichen Itza is more easily understandable 
if sixteenth-century traditions are true, that Chichen Itza ruled 
over areas in Guatemala and the Mexican mainland as well as over 
Yucatan. Uxmal and the other sites of the Fuuc area show no 
signs of a gradual decadence; the finest builchngs as well as the most 
refined pottery were the latest made. The sudden abandonment of 
the flourishing Puuc area must have been forcibly accomplished. 
A plausible explanation may be that the Toltecs, accu^omed to 



governing towns rather than scattered farmers, seized the Puuc 
centers and herded the Maya into settlements around the cenotes ^9 
of the northern Yucatan plain. These natural wells provide an 
inexhaustible water source during the dry season, whereas the Puuc 
area is almost uninhabitable without the carefully dug cisterns or 
chultuns which the Maya had developed. It should have been 
fairly simple for the Toltecs to have rendered chultuns useless by 
systematic sabotage. No chultuns have been made in Yucatan since 
the Toltecs, and the Puuc has remained uninhabited for nearly a 
thousand years. 

There is no evidence of a town around the religious center of 
Chichen Itza, although there have been reports of fragments of 
a wall which may have surrounded the site. The massive construc¬ 
tion of Chichen Itza and the huge amount of sculpture suggest a 
considerable labor force, which may have consisted of friendly 
Maya, perhaps led by a group pacified earlier in Tabasco and Cam¬ 
peche to the west. However, it seems evident from the accuracy of 
the Toltec iconography reproduced at Chichen Itza that the priestly 
rulers, artists, and architects were from Tula. There is also evi¬ 
dence of continued trade with the Mexican mainland. Fine Orange 
pottery, which was manufactured in central Veracruz, has been 
found in quantity at Chichen Itza—^a dozen or more whole vessels 
and over a thousand fragments. This pottery is the best made of 
any in Mesoamerica. It must have been shipped in dugouts along 
the coast, a distance of 650 miles, plus perhaps another 75 miles 
by land. The dugouts were paddled; no sails are described in this 
area by the early explorers. A month’s trip must have been the 
minimum for such a haul, and either an unusually peaceful coast¬ 
line or considerable Toltec authority must have been needed to 
assure its passage in quantity. 

Smaller quantities of other Mexican mainland pottery were 
found at Chichen Itza. A long, fragile day pipe seems to have 
been brought from far west of Mexico City, and vessels of Plum- 
bate pottery came from the Guatemala highlands. This was all 
trade in luxury goods; gold in some quantity came from Panama, 
turquoise and jade from various highland areas. The effects on 



"" the local craftsmen of the importation of Fine Orange pottery are 
9 ® clearly evident. Native pottery of all sorts save the cooking pots 
shows copying of Veracruz shapes, but it is usually not accurate be¬ 
cause of the retention of the old Yucatecan forming techniques. 
The designs are also copied, but have little of the verve and pre¬ 
cision of the imported pieces. The incised designs are done before 
application of the slip, a native Yucatecan practice not found in the 
Veracruz pottery. 

The absence of pottery cotmles at Chichen Itza suggests that 
the Toltecs brought no women with them. Comales form a major 
constituent in Valley of Mexico archaeological collections of the 
Toltec period. They are used to roast tortillas, an exclusively femi¬ 
nine task. It is difficult to imagine that if women who knew how to 
make tortillas lived at Chichen Itza, they would not have been pro¬ 
vided with comales. 

Archaeological excavations in Yucatan have provided a chrono¬ 
logical sequence to which the documentary accounts cited earlier 
add substance (see Table V). Two sequent architectural periods, 
the earlier at Toltec Chichen Itza, the later at Mayapan, are well 
understood. Associated with the Toltec buildings at Chichen Itza 
is the Early Mexican ceramic substage. Almost entirely postdating 
these structures is found pottery of the Middle Mexican sub¬ 
stage; such pottery is also found in the lower levels at Mayapan, 
mixed with the Late Mexican pottery characteristic of that site. 
Since Mayapan is known to have been abandoned about a.d. 1440, 
a hiatus exists between this site and the Conquest, unexplored ar- 
chaeologically unless the east coast sites of Tulum and Santa Rita 
Corozal bridge this gap. 

Shortly before the abandonment of Toltec Chichen Itza (about 
A.D. 1 200) a new tempering material was introduced in the pottery¬ 
making craft and spread rapidly over the peninsula. Shortly after 
the establishment of Mayapan a tfew slip color appeared, and has 
lasted in Yucatan popularity until now. Using these changes as 
time markers we know that Chichen Itza, in contrast to the earlier 
Puuc sites, was depopulated gradually, and its abandonment was 



preceded by a period of decadence. There is also ceramic evidence 
of a time lapse of unknown duration between the abandonment of 9 * 
Chichen Itza and the founding of Mayapan. The religious impor¬ 
tance of Chichen Itza, however, lasted until the Spanish Conquest, 
and there is abundant evidence, both archaeological and documen¬ 
tary, of pilgrimages to the site. 

The Mayapan buildings, in distinction to those of Toltec Chi¬ 
chen Itza, are made of crudely shaped blocks, set in mud or plaster 
mortar. Not a vaulted roof of this period remains standing at 
Mayapan, and the sculpture is equally slipshod. How great was 
this loss to the Maya tradition will be realized by anyone who 
has seen the delicately worked veneer walls of Chichen Itza and 
Uxmal. 

The pottery of Mayapan is undistinguished, though competent 
enough. The influence of Veracruz shapes continued, and the sizes 
and forms of vessels are reminiscent of the Aztec, with a few iden¬ 
tical details. Another style of Fine Orange ware was imported in 
some quantity from the near-by Campeche coast, but it was of a 
poorer quality. Two new vessel forms of particular interest were 
introduced at some time late in the history of Mayapan. Since both 
seem to have had western origins, they may have come with the 
Mexians who were introduced as mercenary soldiers to fight for 
Cocom supremacy in the confederacy of Mayapan. A new cooking 
pot, the cauldron, was introduced, suggesting that women came 
with the mercenaries. The figurine incensarios, which also appear 
at this time, must stem from early roots in the Oaxacan highlands, 
where such vessels were made from Preclassic times on. These 
Mayapan incensarios are similar in detail to those of a very wide 
area, stretching from southern Veracruz through British Honduras. 

Over this whole area figurine incensarios are found on the surfaces 
of more ancient Maya ruins, as well as near temples of their own 
time period, and the early Spaniards destroyed such “idols” in large 
numbers during the first years of their stay in Yucatan. 

At Santa Rita Corozal a remarkable series of murals has been 
found, dating from shortly before the Conquest. Their style and 
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subject matter is very close to that of the codices of the Mixtec 
94 area southeast of the Valley of Mexico, but only a few scattered 
similarities have been noted between the figurine incensarios of the 
northern Maya area and Mixtec art. As can be seen, both the in¬ 
censarios and the frescoes document strong western religious in¬ 
fluences at a very late date in the Yucatan Peninsula, but it is un¬ 
certain whether both document the same religion. 

A widespread tradition in Colonial Yucatan relates that Kukul- 
can introduced idolatry and human sacrifice. Archaeologically the 
introduction of human sacrifice in the Mexican manner by remov¬ 
ing the heart is documented for the Toltec period. The making of 
clay idols came later, and probably from Campeche rather than 
from the Valley of Mexico. Thus it is probable that two waves of 
religious evangelization from the west may be evidenced by the 
archaeological finds, although the picture is far from clear as yet. 

Intensive archaeological excavations have been conducted by 
the Carnegie Institution at Mayapan over some five years, pro¬ 
ducing a variety of information on settlement plan and domestic 
and religious architecture. Mayapan was a walled settlement, cov¬ 
ering an area of i. 6 square miles. Its gateways show careful plan¬ 
ning against military attack. There is documentary evidence that 
the bow and arrow as well as quilted cotton armor were introduced 
from Campeche during the occupation of Mayapan, supplement¬ 
ing the spear thrower, which the Toltecs had already introduced. 
Within the wall was a religious precinct, as described by Landa, 
although the low, secondary wall said to have surrounded it has 
not been located archaeologically. Around the temples of the 
major center were grouped colonnaded rectangular buildings with 
solid rear walls, which probably represent the official quarters of 
the regional kings. These buildings face upon a series of paved 
plazas. Thirty-five hundred buildings have been counted within 
the wall of Mayapan, and the population must have totaled over 
fifteen thousand. 

Throughout the town are irregularly spaced houses, most of 
which were at least partially of masonry construction. When avail- 



able, slightly elevated ground was chosen for their location, pre¬ 
sumably for reasons of drainage, which is always a problem in 
Yucatan during heavy rains. Low, dry-stone property walls sur¬ 
round these houses, enclosing irregularly shaped dooryards which 
average perhaps o. 25 of an acre in area. Meandering among the 
haphazardly placed houses are lanes or passages of a sort, their ir¬ 
regular boundaries fixed by whatever property walls chance to be 
adjacent. This house arrangement varies strikingly from that in 
the Valley of Mexico, where houses were built in contiguous lines 
or masses. It seems reasonable to speculate that the Maya, when 
brought into town by the Mexicans, kept the plans of their rural 
farmsteads, and probably continued to keep bees and raise fruit 
and garden vegetables as they still do in Yucatecan villages. Al¬ 
though Mayapan is described as dependent on tribute from other 
parts of the country for subsistence and thus may not be a typiral 
settlement, it fits the description of native towns given by the early 
Spaniards. As Landa put it: 

Before the Spaniards had conquered that country, the natives lived 
together in towns in a very civilized fashion. They kept the land well 
cleared and free from weeds, and planted very good trees. Their dwelling 
place was as follows: in the middle of the town were their temples with 
beautiful plazas, and all around the temples stood the houses of the lords 
and the priests, and then of the most important people. Thus came the 
houses of the richest and of those who were held in the highest estimation 
nearest to these, and at the outskirts of the town were the houses of the 
lower class. And the wells, if there were but few of them, were near the 
houses of the lords; and they had their improved lands planted with wine 
trees and they sowed cotton, pepper and maize, and they lived thus close 
together for fear of their enemies, who took them captive, and it was owing 
to the wars of the Spaniards that they scattered in the woods. 

The best-preserved architectural remains of the period of Ma¬ 
yapan are those at Tulum on the east coast of Yucatan; others are 
on the Isla de Mujeres and Cozumel Island off the east coast, and 
small shrines of this period have been identified at Coba. The 
architecture of these ruins is distinctive, and unlike that known from 



Mayapan. The fine group of murals from Santa Rita farther down 
9 ^ the east coast shows close similarities to less well-preserved paint¬ 
ings on the Tulum temples. Both show striking similarities to the 
design of pre-Conquest Mixtec codices from the Mexican high¬ 
lands, and to murals from the same area at Mitla. Figurine incen- 
sarios and pottery of the same style as that of Mayapan come from 
these east coast ruins. 

The documentary sources are unsatisfactory concerning the east 
coast of Yucatan. Tulum, the most spectacular archaeological site 
of the area, is still a landmark to mariners in the Cozumel Channel. 
It was occupied nearly until Conquest times but is not certainly 
identified in any of the early accounts of Spanish voyages. The 
Chilam Balams, although they mention the names of eastern towns 
and give an impression of friendly relations with them, do not give 
data on their political affiliations. 

The Mexian connections suggested by the Santa Rita and Tu¬ 
lum murals are roughly equivalent in degree to those of Toltec 
Chichen Itza—they suggest that men reared in the Mixtec religion 
were their designers. Although the similarity between Mayapan 
and east coast figurine incensarios is close enough to suggest that the 
same religion was introduced into the two areas, the east coast gives 
the most exact Mixtec parallels, and also shows fewer of the copied 
Toltec features of Mayapan. It is as though a new religion was 
introduced over the whole area and was accepted wholeheartedly 
along the east coast, but formed only an overlay to the existing 
Quetzalcoatl cult at Mayapan. Perhaps the ease of coastal dugout 
traffic, abetted by a lack of Maya political organization on the east 
coast, allowed a more complete religious conversion there. We 
have no evidence as to whether military and political power accom¬ 
panied religious conversion, but at Mappan there is a suggestion 
of political pressure in the use of Mexican mercenaries by the local 
rulers. 

The collapse of the central government at Mayapan began a 
final phase of deadence. Discord among the petty kings was a 
contributing factor to the success of the Spanish Conquest. 



THE PERIOD OF DISINTEGRATION 

Bishop Landa, in describing the calamities that befell Yucatan 
during the century between the fall of Mayapan and the Spanish 
Conquest, definitely fixes the former event as having taken place 
in the year a.d. 1441. Four of the five native chronicles, as well 
as the two leading early Spanish authorities—Cogolludo, writing 
in 1656, and Villagutierre Soto-Mayor in 17CX) —corroborate this 
dating. 

Taking the year of his writing, 1566, as his point of departure, 
Landa says: 

Since the last plague, more than fifty years have now passed, the mor¬ 
tality of the wars was twenty years prior, the pestilence of the swelling was 
sixteen years before the wars, and the hurricane another sixteen years before 
that, and twenty-two or twenty-three years after the destruction of the 
city of Mayapan. Thus according to this count it has been 125 years since 
its overthrow, within which the people of this country have passed through 
the calamities described. 

This fixes the date of the plague as 1516 or 1515, the date of 
the mortality due to the wars as 1496, the date of the pestilence 
as 1480, the date of the hurriane as 1464, and the date of the 
destruction of Mayapan as 1441. The chronicle from the Book 
of Chilam Balam of Tizimin and the first and second chronicles 
from the Chilam Balam of Chumayel record that there was a 
pestilence in Katun 4 Ahau (1480-1500), which, according to 
Landa, occurred at the very beginning of this katun. The first 
chronicle from the Book of Chilam Balam of Chumayel describes 
an epidemic of smallpox as having taken place in Katun 2 Ahau 
(1500-1520). This is doubtless Landa’s pestilence “with great 
pustules that rotted the body,” which occurred according to his 
reckoning in 1515 or 1516. Small though these two items of con¬ 
firmation may be, they suggest a high degree of reliability for at 
least this time span in the native chronicles. 

After the fall of Mayapan, all the larger cities were abandoned. 
The Chels, a prominent noble family of Mayapan, left after the 



fall of the city and established their principal settlement at Tecoh. 
The only surviving son of the slain Cocom ruler, gathering the 
remnants of his people about him, established his rule at Tibolon, 
near Sotuta. The victors, the Tutul Xiu, founded a new capital 
which they called Mani, meaning in Maya “it is passed.” 

The last important event in the pre-Conquest history of Yuca¬ 
tan was the ill-fated pilgrimage of the Xiu ruler and his court to 
ofFer human sacrifice in the Well of Sacrifice at Chichen Itza in 
1536. In this year, not a Spaniard remained in Yuatan. After 
two unsuccessful attempts to subjugate the Maya in 1527-28 and 
again in 1531-35, the Spaniards had withdrawn completely from 
the peninsula. 

Ah Dzun Xiu, ruler of the Tutul Xiu at their new capital of 
Mani, thought the moment auspicious for undertaking a pilgrim¬ 
age to appease the Maya gods, who for so many years had afflicted 
the land with calamities. He applied for a safe-conduct from Nachi 
Cocom, the ruler of Sotuta, through whose province the pilgrims 
had to pass. The Xiu ruler no doubt feared reprisals on the part 
of Nachi Cocom, because of the leading part his great-grandfather. 
Ah Xupan Xiu, had played in the slaying of Nachi Cocom’s great¬ 
grandfather, the last ruler of Mayapan. 

Nachi Cocom, however, had not forgotten the death of his 
great-grandfather, for which he held Xiu treachery responsible, 
and he welcomed the Xiu request as an opportunity for revenge. 
The request for a safe-conduct was promptly granted, and a pil¬ 
grimage headed by Ah Dzun Xiu, his son Ah Ziyah Xiu, and forty 
other leaders of the Xiu nation set out for Chichen Itza via the 
province of Sotuta. Nachi Cocom, with a large delegation of his 
people, met theta at Otzmal, five miles southeast of the Cocom 
capital. 

The Xiu pilgrims were royally entertained for four days, but 
at a banquet on the evening of the fourth day the Cocom fell upon 
their guests and killed them all. This act of treachery split the 
warring Maya anew, and pitted the two most powerful houses in 
the northern peninsula against each other. Even before 1536, 



the Xiu had offered their submission to the Spaniards, in the second 
phase of the Conquest (1531-35), but the Cocom had resisted. 99 
This probably added fuel to ancient Cocom hatred of the Xiu and 
was an additional motive for the Otzmal slaughter. 

This massacre, coming so shortly before the third and final 
phase of the Spanish Conquest, sealed the fate of the Maya. It 
revived old hatreds and effectively prevented a united stand against 
the Spaniards when they returned to Yucatan in 1540 in their suc¬ 
cessful attempt to subdue the country. Exhausted by civil war, 
betrayed by some of their own leading native houses, and deci¬ 
mated by calamities, the Maya were unable to resist the better¬ 
armed Spaniards and finally succumbed to their superior might 
(Table V). 



THE SPAMIfH CONQUEST OP YUCATAN 


THE FIRST ENDURING MAYA CONTACT WITH 
THE WHITE MAN IN 1511 

THE FIRST white men reached Yucatan in 1511. In that year 
a Spanish official named Valdivia set out from Darien in a caravel 
for the island of Santo Domingo to report to the governor of that 
island concerning the quarrels between Diego de Nicuesa and Vasco 
Nunez de Balboa. Near Jamaica the caravel foundered and sank, 
but Valdivia and eighteen sailors escaped in a small boat, without 
sails and without food. The Yucatan Current carried the survivors 
westward for fourteen days, during which time seven men died. 
The survivors were cast upon the east coast of Yucatan, probably 
somewhere in the Province of Ekab. On land, further misfor¬ 
tunes were in store for them. They were seized by an unfriendly 
Maya lord, who sacrificed Valdivia and four companions and gave 
their bodies to his people for a feast. Geronimo de Aguilar, Gon- 
zalo de Guerrero, and five others were spared for the moment as 
being too thin for this cannibalistic orgy. Says Aguilar, in de¬ 
scribing their situation, “I together with six others remained in a 
coop, in order that for another festival that was approaching, being 
fatter, we might solemnize their banquet with our flesh.” 

Aguilar and his companions escaped and fled to the country of 
another lord, an enemy of the first chieftain. This second lord 
enslaved the Spaniards, and soon all of them died except Aguilar 
and Guerrero. Aguilar was serving still another Maya chieftain 
when Cortez reached Yucatan in 1519. Gonzalo de Guerrero in 
the meantime had drifted farther south and entered the service of 
Nachan Can, Lord of Chetumal, whose daughter he married. He 
rose to a powerful position in that province. When Cortez^ mes¬ 
sengers offered to take Guerrero back to the Spaniards he declined. 


100 



choosing to spend his life with his Maya family. Aguilar suggests mm 
that Guerrero was ashamed to rejoin his countrymen ‘^cause he iqi 
has his nostrils, lips, and ears pierced and his face painted, and his 
hands tattooed . . . and on account of the vice he had committed 
with the woman and his love for his children.” 

This was the first contact between the Maya and members of 
the white race. It is probable that the pestilence of 1515 or 1516, 
the mayacimil or “easy death,” which was characterized by great 
pustules that “rotted their bodies with a great stench so that the 
limbs fell to pieces in four or five days,” may have been smallpox, 
perhaps introduced among the Maya by survivors of the Valdivia 
expedition or transmitted overland from Darien by Indian traders. 

THE FRANCISCO HERNANDEZ DE CCRDOBA 
EXPEDITION, 1517 

Early in 1517, Francisco Hernandez de Cordoba sailed west¬ 
ward from Santiago de Cuba in search of slaves. It is not clear 
exactly where he first sighted the Yucatan mainland, but it is be¬ 
lieved that he first landed at the Isla de Mujeres on the north¬ 
east coast. After leaving this island, Cordoba turned northwest to 
Cape Catoche and then, skirting along the north coast of the penin¬ 
sula, sailed southward as far as the Bay of Campeche, where he 
landed on February 23,1517. At Campeche the Spaniards heard 
of a large town called Champoton, farther south along the coast, 
where they next landed. The Lord of Champoton received the 
Spaniards with open hostility, and a fight ensued. In spite of the 
gunfire, which the Maya encountered for the first time in this 
battle, the Indians fought bravely, inflicting heavy losses on the 
better-armed Spaniards. C6rdol» himself received thirty-three 
wounds and “sadly returned to Cuba” to report the new land as 
very rich, because of the gold trinkets he had found. He died of 
his wounds shortly after his return. 

THE JUAN DE GRIJALVA EXPEDITION IN 1518 

Diego de Velasquez, governor of Cuba, was greatly excited by 
the reports of gold, and fitted out another e3q)edition of four ships 
and two hundred men under command of his nephew, Juan de 



MM Grijalva. Francisco de Montejo, the future conqueror of Yucatan, 
102 was also a member of this second expedition, which left Cuba in 
April 1518. 

Grijalva’s pilot was Anton de Alaminos, who had piloted the 
Cordoba expedition. The first landing was made at the Island of 
Cozumel off the east coast, where the Maya fled at sight of the 
Spaniards. Grijalva continued southward along the coast, passing 
three large sites, one of which is described as follows: 

We followed the shore day and night, and the next day toward sunset we 
perceived a city or town so lai^e, that Seville would not have seemed more 
considerable nor better; one saw there a very large tower; on the shore was 
a great throng of Indians, who bore two standards which they raised and 
lowered to signal us to approach them; the commander [Grijalva] did not 
wish it. The same day we came to a beach near which was the highest tower 
we had seen.... We discovered a wide entrance lined with wooden piles 
set up by fishermen. 

The largest of the sites seen by Grijalva was probably the 
ancient town of Zama (perhaps the archaeological site of Tulum), 
and the “highest tower” was almost certainly the Castillo of Tulum. 
The large bay was Ascension Bay, so named because it was dis¬ 
covered on Ascension Thursday, 1518. 

This was the southernmost point reached. From here Grijalva 
sailed north again and around the peninsula to Campeche on the 
west coast. Continuing southward from Campeche, he discovered 
the Laguna de Terminos, named the San Pablo and San Pedro 
River, and entered the Rio Tabasco. In this region considerable 
treasure was obtained, including the first Aztec turquoise mosaic 
work the Spaniards had seen. Following the gulf coast northward, 
Grijalva first heard of the Aztec nation, pr^mably at some place 
on the Veracruz coast, and finally reached as far north as the 
Panuco River. On the return voyage to. Cuba, the armada put in 
at Champoton to avenge the defeat of Cordoba, the year before. 
Here the Maya again attacked the Spaniards fiercely, killing one 
and wounding fifty others, including Grijalva. From Champoton, 
Grijalva returned to Havana, having been gone for five months. 



THE HERNANDO CORTEZ EXPEDITION IN 1519 
The voyage of Grijalva caused tremendous excitement in Cuba. 
Yucatan was thought to be a land of gold and plenty, awaiting 
only the adventurous to seize its riches. A third expedition was 
fitted out, consisting of eleven ships, five hundred men, and some 
horses. Hernando Cortez was put in command of the armada, 
and with him went a number of other captains: Francisco de Mon¬ 
te] 0, Pedro de Alvarado, Diego de Ordaz, Gonzalo de Sandoval, 
Cristobal de Olid, and Bernal Diaz del Castillo, most of them 
destined to win fame in the conquest of Mexico. 

The armada first anchored off the Island of Cozumel, where 
Cortez spent some days. Idols in the temples were destroyed, and 
a cross was erected in one of them. While here, Cortez learned 
of the presence of “bearded men” on the mainland. These seemed 
to be white men and Cortez sent messengers to summon them. In 
this manner Geronimo de Aguilar was rescued, and later served 
Cortez well as interpreter. 

Leaving Cozumel, the armada sailed around the north coast 
of the peninsula and continued on to the Tabasco River, which was 
renamed Grijalva in honor of its discoverer. In Tabasco, Cortez 
was given a beautiful young Indian girl named Marina, who was 
to play a vital role in the conquest of Mexico. Her father, who 
was a chief, seems to have died when she was young. She was given 
by her mother to people in Xicalanco, who later gave her to others 
in Tabasco, and these gave her to Cortez. Marina spoke both Maya 
and Nahautl and Geronimo de Aguilar spoke Maya and Spanish, 
so the two of them supplied Cortez with a means of communicating 
in Nahuatl with the Aztecs. They played roles of great importance 
in the conquest of Mexico. 

THE CONQUEST OF YUCATAN BY FRANCISCO DE MONTEJO 

The conquest of Yucatan lasted for twenty years (1527-46), 
and may be divided into three active phases, separated by two 
quiescent periods: 

First phase (1527-28). Conquest of Yucatan attempted from the 
east 



First interval (1528-31) 

Second phase (1531-35). Conquest of Yucatan attempted from 
the west 

Second interval (1535-40) 

Third phase (1540-46). Conquest of Yucatan completed from 
the west 

Francisco de Montejo was a member of both the Grijalva 
and the Cortez expeditions. He did not take part in the conquest 
of Mexico, however, having been sent to Spain in 1519 by Cortez 
in charge of the King’s share of the treasure which had been col¬ 
lected. At the same time Montejo was to plead Cortez’ cause at 
the Spanish Court, because irregularities in connection with Cortez’ 
departure from Cuba had brought him into open rupture with 
Diego de Velasquez, the Governor of Cuba. 

During the seven years Montejo was at Court, he applied to the 
King of Spain on his own behalf for permission to conquer Yuca¬ 
tan. In a royal decree, dated December 8, 1526, Montejo was 
granted the hereditary title of Adelantado, and he was authorized 
to raise an army for the conquest and colonization of Yucatan. 

FIRST phase: conquest attempted from the east 
(1527-28) 

The Montejo armada, consisting of three ships and four hun¬ 
dred men, set sail from Spain in 1527, with Alonso d’Avila as 
second in command. A stop was made at Santo Domingo to pick 
up supplies and horses, and one ship was left behind to bring addi¬ 
tional supplies later. The two other ships made the Island of 
Cozumel toward the end of September, where Ah Naum Pat, the 
Lord of Cozumel, received them peaceably. After a brief stop, 
the ships sailed for the mainland, where Montejo took possession 
of the land in the name of God and the King of Castile, some¬ 
where near the town of Xelha in the Province of Ekab. 

To quell a mutiny among his troops, Montejo set fire to his 
two ships. Leaving forty men at Xelha under command of 



d’Avila, and another twenty at the near-by town of Pole, he set 
out with one hundred twenty-five men on a tour of the towns and 
villages in the northeastern corner of the peninsula. None of the 
towns visited survives today, and even the location of most of 
them is unknown: Xamanha, Mochis, and Belmaj the last may 
perhaps be identified with the modern settlement of El Meco. 
Here the chiefs of the surrounding towns were called together to 
swear allegiance to the Spanish Crown. 

From Belma the little army proceeded to Conil in the Prov¬ 
ince of Ekab, a settlement which is said to have been composed of 
five thousand houses; here the Spaniards rested for two months. 
They left Conil in the spring of 1528 for the capital of the Province 
of Chauaca. Here the first serious encounter with the Indians took 
place. The Maya, abandoning the town in the night, attacked 
vigorously the next morning, but were defeated. 

From Chauaca the army moved to Ake, ten miles north of the 
modern town of Tizimin. There a great battle took place, in which 
more than twelve hundred Maya were killed. In this action 

the Indians appeared with all the arms which they use in the wars: quivers 
of arrows, poles with their tips hardened by fire, lances with points of sharp 
flints, two-handed swords of very strong woods inset with obsidian blades, 
whistles, and beating the shells of great turtles with deer horns, trumpets 
of large conch-shells of the sea; naked except for the shameful parts 
which were covered with a cloth, [their bodies} daubed with earth of divers 
colors, so they appeared as most ferocious devils; their noses and ears pierced 
with nose- and ear-plugs of bone and stones of varied colors. 

As a result of this battle all the neighboring Maya chiefs sur¬ 
rendered. 

From Ake, the Spaniards went to Sisia and Loche, and then 
returned to Xelha by an inland route. At Xelha, Monte jo found 
his first settlement in desperate straits. Of the forty Spaniards 
he had left there, only twelve remained, while all twenty of those 
stationed at Pole had been massacred. Of the one hundred twenty- 
five Spaniards who had accompanied him on his journey, only sixty 



returned. The entire force must now have numbered fewer than 
one hundred men. 

The third vessel of the flotilla having arrived from Santo Do¬ 
mingo, Montejo decided to continue exploration of the coast to 
the south, D’Avila was sent overland, and Montejo sailed south¬ 
ward. He discovered a settlement called Chetumal on a good bay 
and learned that Gonzalo de Guerrero, a Valdivia survivor, was 
in the vicinity. Although Montejo sent messengers to persuade 
him to rejoin his countrymen, Guerrero again refused. The Ade- 
lantado and d’Avila failed to meet in the Province of Chetumal 
as the Maya purposely kept them apart by false reports, D’Avila, 
after waiting some time, made his way back to Xelha and moved 
the Spanish settlement from this location to the near-by town of 
Xamanha. 

After waiting in vain for d’Avila to appear at Chetumal, 
Montejo continued southward to the Ulua River in Honduras and 
then turned back, rejoining his lieutenant at Xamanha. Late in 
1528, leaving d’Avila at Xamanha as Lieutenant Governor, Mon¬ 
tejo sailed around the northern coast of the peninsula and returned 
to New Spain (Mexico), ending the first attempt to conquer 
Yucatan, 

FIRST INTERVAL ( 1 528-3 1 ) 

Montejo, having secured an appointment as Alcalde Mayor of 
Tabasco, left Mexico City for that province in 1529, taking with 
him his son, also named Francisco de Montejo. They succeeded in 
pacifying the province and founded the town of Salamanca at 
Xicalanco near the north coast of Tabasco. 

D’Avila was brought back from the east coast of Yucatan and 
sent to reduce the Province of Acalan south and east of the La¬ 
guna de Terminos. Montejo did not long enjoy his new position 
in Tabasco, however; the former governor, regaining power there, 
threw Montejo into prison. Later the Adelantado was allowed 
to rejoin his son at Xicalanco and both father and son moved over 
toChampoton in southwestern Yucatan, where d’Avila had al¬ 
ready preceded them. 



SECOND phase: conquest attempted from » 

THE WEST (1531-35) 

From Champoton the Adelantado moved to Campeche. With 
this as a base of operations, the second attempt to reduce Yucatan 
was launched. D’Avila was sent to the Province of Chauaca in 
the east. On his way there he passed through the Province of Mani, 
where the Xiu gave him a friendly reception; finally he reached 
the Province of Chetumal in the far southeast, where he founded 
a Villa Real, or Royal Town. The natives here resisted so stub¬ 
bornly that d’Avila found himself obliged to abandon the newly 
founded Royal Town and to embark in anoes for Honduras. He 
got as far as Trujillo before turning back, after an absence of two 
years. 

After the departure of d’Avila for the east in 1531, the Mon- 
tejos withstood a strong attack at Campeche in which the elder 
Montejo nearly lost his life. The Spaniards, however, won the 
battle, which resulted in the surrender of the Province of Ah 
Canul, north of Campeche. 

Montejo next sent his son to conquer the northern provinces, 
instructing him to divide among his followers the services of the 
Indians encountered. The younger Montejo first went to the Prov¬ 
ince of the Cupules, to the site of the former Itza capital at Chichen 
Itza, where he was received somewhat reluctantly by the Cupul 
ruler, Naabon Cupul. Montejo, finding the population submissive, 
founded the first Ciudad Real or Royal City at Chidien Itza, and 
divided the towns and villages of the region among his soldiers, 
each Spaniard being allotted the services of two or three thousand 
Indians. 

The Cupules soon became dissatisfied under Spanish rula After 
six months of the foreign yoke, Naabon Cupul tried to kill Mon¬ 
tejo but lost his own life in the attempt. The death of their ruler 
increased the hatred of the Cupules for the Spaniards, and about 
the middle of 1533 they blockaded the small Spanish garrison at 
Chichen Itza. Fortunately for the invaders, however, the Xiu, 
Chel, and Pech tribes in the western peninsula remained faithful. 



The younger Montejo, seeing that the countryside was roused 
against him, decided to abandon the Royal City, which was prob¬ 
ably no more than a small military camp, and to rejoin his father 
in the west. To accomplish this maneuver, according to an early 
chronicler, he resorted to the following ruse. 

... finally one night they abandoned the town, leaving a dog attached to 
the clapper of a bell, and a little bread placed at one side so that he could 
not reach it; and the same day they wearied the Indians with Finnishes, 
so that they should not follow them. The dog rang the bell in his efforts 
to reach the bread, which greatly astonished the Indians, who thought the 
Spaniards wished to attack them; later when they learned how they had 
been tricked they resolved to look for the Spaniards in all directions, as they 
did not know which road they had taken. And those who had taken the 
same road overtook the Spaniards, shouting loudly as at people who were 
running away, because of which six horsemen awaited them in an open 
place and speared many. One of the Indians seized a horse by the leg and 
felled it as though it were a sheep. 

Young Montejo finally reached Dzilam in the Province of the 
Chels, where the young lord, Namux Chel, received him with 
friendship. Later in the spring of 1534 Montejo rejoined his 
father at Dzibikal in the Province of Chakan near T’ho (the pres¬ 
ent Merida). 

Meanwhile, the Adelantado had advanced inland as far as 
the Province of Mani and visited the Xiu ruler there. Through¬ 
out the conquest the Xiu repeatedly showed their friendship for 
the Spaniards, and it was largely owing to their aid that Spanish 
authority was established permanently. The Montejos met at 
Dzibikal and shortly afterward the Adelantado founded the sec¬ 
ond Royal City at Dzilam, where the Spaniards are said to have 
“suffered many privations and dangers.” 

When the Adelantado determined to return to Campeche, the 
friendly Namux Chel offered to conduct him there, accompanied 
by two of his cousins. The cousins were taken in chains, perhaps as 
hostages, though Namux Chel was provided with a horse for the 
long overland journey. Montejo left his son at Dzilam to carry 
on the work of conquest and pacification as best he might. The 
Adelantado was well received by the Indians around Campeche, 




where he was presently joined by d’Avila and shortly afterward 
by his son, who found his position at Dzilam no longer tenable. 

At this point the conquest of Yucatan received a setback. News 
of the conquest of Peru and of the riches to be had there reached 
the disheartened followers of Montejo at Campeche. The Span¬ 
iards had been fighting through northern Yucatan for seven years, 
and had found no more gold than would fill a few helmets. They 
had begun to realize that there would be no rich rewards such as 
the soldiers of Cortez had reaped in Mexico, and such as the com¬ 
panions of Pizarro were now gaining in Peru. The Adelantado 
could no longer hold together his already depleted forces. The 
little army dwindled until it became necessary to abandon the con¬ 
quest of Yucatan a second time. Late in 1534 or early in 1535, 
the Adelantado withdrew from Campeche to Veracruz with the 
remnant of his army. 

SECOND INTERVAL (1535-40) 

Since he had first visited Honduras in 1528, the Adelantado 
had been petitioning the Spanish King for the governorship of that 
province. Combined with the Adelantazgo of Yucatan and certain 
administrative rights in Tabasco and Chiapas, this would have given 
him jurisdiction over all of what is now southern Mexico and 
northern Central America. In answer to his petitions, Montejo 
was named Governor and Captain General of the province of Hon- 
duras-Hibueras in 1535, although notice of the appointment did 
not reach him until after he had left Yucatan for Mexico City. 
He did not actually return to Honduras until 1537. 

The Honduras episode was unsuccessful from the outset. 
Montejo found himself seriously involved with another Adelan¬ 
tado, Pedro de Alvarado, who had been named Governor and Cap¬ 
tain General of Guatemala by royal appointment. But Alvarado 
also claimed jurisdictional rights over Honduras as well as Guate¬ 
mala, and in August 1539 Montejo was obliged to give up his 
interests in Honduras-Hibiieras to Alvarado. Montejo returned 
to Tabasco, where his son was acting as Lieutenant Governor and 
Captain General during his father’s absence. 

In 1535 a Franciscan named Fray Jacobo de Testera had gone 



to Champoton to subdue Yucatan by peaceful means. The Crown 
j IQ had promised him that all Spanish soldiers would be excluded from 
the country until he had first made an attempt to subjugate it 
by preaching. He was having some success at this when Captain 
Lorenzo de Godoy appeared at Champoton with Spanish soldiers 
sent by Montejo the Younger to reduce the region. Trouble be¬ 
tween Testera and Godoy broke out, and the priest returned to 
Mexico. 

Under Godoy, affairs at Champoton went from bad to worse. 
The Couohs of the surrounding region were becoming more war¬ 
like until, in 1537, Montejo the Younger was obliged to send his 
cousin from Tabasco to take charge of the situation. The new 
Spanish leader was more politic than Godoy and persuaded the 
Indians to be less hostile, but want and misery continued and this 
last Spanish toe hold in Yucatan became more and more precarious. 

THIRD phase: conquest completed from the west 

BY FRANCISCO DE MONTEJO THE YOUNGER 

(1540-46) 

The Adelantado was now about sixty-seven years old and had 
been trying unsuccessfully for thirteen years to conquer Yucatan. 
He was weary, disillusioned, impoverished, and resolved to en¬ 
trust the active prosecution of the conquest to his son. 

In 1540 the Adelantado drew up a formal document turning 
over the conquest of Yucatan to his son and giving him elaborate 
instructions. Early in 1541 Montejo the Younger left Tabasco 
for Champoton, where his cousin had already been stationed for 
more than two years. Shortly after his arrival, Montejo moved 
his headquarters to Campeche, which was the first permanent Span¬ 
ish cabildo or town government to be set up in the northern Maya 
area. The army again numbered between three and four hundred 
soldier-colonists under the command of Montejo, the son, with his 
cousin as second in charge. 

Early in 1541 Montejo summoned the Maya lords to Cam¬ 
peche to render submission to the Spanish Crown. The Xiu ruler 
and a number of neighboring caciques obeyed the summons, but 
the Province of Ah Canul refused. Montejo dispatched his cousin 



to subdue the Ah Canules, while he remained behind to await the 
arrival of new recruits. His cousin met the Ah Canules in the j j j 
Province of Chakan, near T’ho (the modern Merida), and de¬ 
feated them. In the late summer of 1541 Montejo the Younger, 
on his way from Campeche to T’ho, met more of the Xiu chief¬ 
tains at Tuchicaan and received their submission. In the early fall 
of 1541 he reached the site of T’ho, and on the following Janu¬ 
ary 6, 1542 he founded “The Very Noble and Very Loyal City 
of Merida,” setting up the second Spanish cabildo in the northern 
Maya area. 

Seventeen days after the founding of Merida, Spanish sentries 
stationed at the base of the pyramid where Montejo’s army was 
encamped sighted a throng of Indians escorting a young Maya lord, 
seated in a palanquin. From the deference shown him it was ob¬ 
vious that he was a person of high degree. The Spaniards were 
terrified, fearing an immediate attack in force, but the Indian lord 
made signs that he came in peace, bringing with him food, which 
the Spaniards direly needed. 

Through an interpreter, this Indian indicated that he was the 
Lord Tutul Xiu, supreme ruler of the Province of Mani, that he 
admired the bravery of the white men, and that he wanted to know 
them and see some of their religious ceremonies. Montejo ordered 
the chaplain of the army to celebrate “a solemn Adoration of the 
Holy Cross,” in which all the Spanish soldiers took part. The Xiu 
ruler was deeply impressed, and said that he wished to become a 
Christian. He stayed at the Spanish camp for two months, during 
which time he was instructed in the Catholic faith and baptized 
Melchor. 

The results of this visit were far-reaching. Since the fall of 
Mayapan a century earlier, the Xiu Province of Mani had been 
the most powerful political unit in northern Yucatan and its peace-^ 
ful submission to the Spaniards was followed by that of other 
western provinces. Before leaving T’ho, Melchor promised to send 
ambassadors to the other Maya lords, urging them to give obedi¬ 
ence to Montejo, and the pacification of the west was accomplished 
without further fighting. However, the east still remained un¬ 
conquered. 



After the submission of the western provinces, Montejo the 
Younger sent his cousin to the Province of Chauaca. All the east¬ 
ern lords received him peacefully except the Cochua chieftains. 
After a brief though bitterly contested campaign against the Cochua 
lords, Montejo defeated them. 

Next the Cupules, incited by their priests, revolted and were 
subdued. Montejo finally reached the east coast at Pole in the 
Province of Ekab and tried to cross to the Island of Cozumel, but 
was prevented from so doing by stormy weather. In the attempt, 
however, nine Spaniards were drowned and a tenth was killed by 
the Maya. Exaggerated reports of these losses encouraged both 
the Cupules and the Cochuas to revolt again. 

Landa describes the unrest among the eastern Maya as follows: 

The Indians received with sorrow the yoke of slavery, but the Spaniards 
had the towns of the country well divided into repartinuentos [individual 
holdings]. 

The eastern provinces, Cupul, Cochua, Sotuta, and Chetumal, 
and to a lesser degree that of the Tazes, managed to retain their 
independence, and it was obvious that further military action against 
them would be necessary. 

The conquest of Yucatan was drawing to a close, but one more 
revolt was to occur before final Spanish victory. This revolt in¬ 
volved a conspiracy of almost all of the eastern provinces, and 
the night of November 8, 1546, was chosen for the uprising. 
Through information from friendly natives, Merida and Cam¬ 
peche had word of the impending revolt, but in the east the sur¬ 
prise was complete. Says a contemporary Spanish writer: 

Late in the year of ’46 the natives of all these provinces, of the Cupules, 
Tazes, and Chikin Cheles rose and rebelled against His Majesty, making 
a great massacre of the Spani^ encomenderos [those among whom the 
Indians had been divided] of whom they killed eighteen Spaniards who 
were in their towns, where they sacrificed them ... and besides more than 
four hundred Indian free-men who served the Spaniards as servants, with¬ 
out leaving anything alive, if it was a thing that savoured of the Spanish, 
including the herds and other things, until help came from the city of 
M£rida in the same year and the natives became peaceful again, the culprits 
being punished. 



When the revolt began, both the young;er Montejos were in 
Campeche, awaiting the arrival of the Adelantado from Chiapas. 
The Adelantado reached Merida in December, raised additional 
troops in his plantations at Champoton and Campeche, and placed 
them under the command of the nephew. After losing twenty 
Spaniards and several hundred of the contingent of friendly In¬ 
dians, the coalition of the eastern Maya chieftains was defeated 
in a single engagement. With these victories the conquest of Yua- 
tan was brought to a successful conclusion. 



THE SPANISH CONQUEST OP PETEN 


THE HERNANDO CORTEZ EXPEDITION TO 
HONDURAS-HIBUERAS, 1524-25 

CORTEZ WAS THE FIRST white man to enter the region 
occupied by the central Maya, when in 1524-25 he crossed the 
Department of Peten, Guatemala, on his march from Mexico to 
Honduras. 

In 1524, Cortez sent one of his captains, Cristobal de Olid, to 
subdue Honduras. Olid seized the opportunity to rebel against 
his leader and to set himself up independently. When news of this 
defection reached Mexico, Cortez set out from Tenochtitlan on 
October 12, 1525, to march to Honduras, a trip which took six 
months. 

This formidable undertaking constitutes one of the most sus¬ 
tained efforts in military history. Because of the difficult character 
of the terrain, the attendant hardships and privations were almost 
beyond endurance and the army was always just one step ahead 
of actual starvation. 

Cortez was accompanied by about 140 Spanish soldiers, 93 of 
them mounted, and by more than 3,000 Indians from Mexico, 
with 150 horses, a herd of pigs, artillery, munitions, and supplies. 
Because he dared not leave them behind, he also took Cuauhtemoc, 
Cohuanacox, and Tetlepanquetzal, the deposed rulers of Tenoch¬ 
titlan, Texcoco, and Tlacopan. To transport such a large body of 
men across this wilderness would tax the strength and endurance 
of a well-organized modern army. When it is remembered that 
this expedition was undertaken in the early years of the sixteenth 
century, Cortez^ outstanding qualities of leadership are magnified 
to almost unbelievable proportions. 

Cortez entered the Maya area in what is now central Tabasco 



and crossed the Usumacinta River just below the modern town ■■■■ 
of Tenosique. Pushing eastward, he reached the Province of Aca- j i ^ 
Ian, ruled by a Chontal-Maya lord named Paxbolon Acha, toward 
the dose of February 1525. Somewhere near the western frontier 
of this province occurred the blackest deed of Cortez’ brilliant 
career—the summary execution of the last Aztec emperor, Cuauh¬ 
temoc, and his fellow ruler, Tetlepanquetzal, Lord of Tlacopan. 

When these princes had surrendered at Tenochtitlan, Cortez 
had promised them their lives, but here in the wilds of Acalan this 
promise was broken. The two eyewitnesses of this tragedy who 
have left accounts of it are Cortez himself and one of his captains, 
Bernal Diaz del Castillo 5 both agree that there was a conspiracy 
among the Aztec lords to fall upon the Spaniards and slay them. 

That this was no idle fear is confirmed by a recently discovered 
document in the files of the Archives of the Indies at Seville. This 
document, dated in 1612, is a petition of the Chontal ruler of that 
day, a grandson of the Paxbolon Acha who was Lord of the Prov¬ 
ince of Acalan when Cortez passed through. It appeals to the 
Crown of Spain for a pension for himself, because of his grand¬ 
father’s services nearly a century earlier. 

The petitioner relates that Cuauhtemoc approached his grand¬ 
father and urged him to join the conspiracy against the Spaniards, 
pointing out how Cortez was abusing and robbing the Chontal. 
According to the testiipony of his grandson, Paxbolon Acha was 
wary of these counsels and betrayed the conspiracy to the Spanish 
leader. 

The danger was obviously great. The Spaniards were tremen¬ 
dously outnumbered by their Indian troops, and immediate action 
was imperative. Cortez arrested the two leaders and hanged them 
without delay. Pablo Paxbolon, however, says in his account of 
the affair that the lords were beheaded. An Aztec hieroglyphic 
manuscript dating from the middle sixteenth century seems to 
indicate that both accounts may be correct. This manusaipt por¬ 
trays Cuauhtemoc’s headless body hanging by its feet (Fig. 3). 

Above appears the body of the dead Aztec ruler swathed in band¬ 
ages—the Aztec symbol denoting death; his name glyph, an eagle. 



mmm is attached to his head, and below appears his headless body hang- 
116 by its feet from a tree. 

G)rtez, with six hundred Chontal Indians as carriers, left the 
Province of Acalan on March 5,1525, and reached the shores of 
Lake Peten Itza eight days later. Here Canek, the Itza ruler, met 
Cortez on the northern shore of the lake. Cortez had the Catholic 
priests with the expedition celebrate Mass, which so impressed 


Fig. 3. —Death of the Aztec Emperor, 
Cuauhtemoc, in the Province of Acalan 
in 1525, according to the Mapa de Te- 
pcchpan. 
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Canek that he promised to destroy his idols and replace them with 
the worship of the Cross. He invited Cortez to visit Tayasal, the 
Itza capital, and the invitation was accepted, Cortez took with him 
twenty Spanish soldiers, while the rest of the army proceeded 
around the lake and met him on the southern shore. 

The army next entered a terrible terrain, the rugged country 
on the western flanks of the Maya Mountains (Plate i). Here 
they encountered a pass so tortuous it took the tired army twelve 
days to travel twenty miles. During this time more than two-thirds 
of the horses were lost. 

Emerging from this pass, they reached a large river swollen 
by the torrential rains, which had never ceased falling. Turning 
upstream, they encountered a series of “terrifying and impetuous 



rapids.” Today these same rapids are ironically knovra as “Gracias 
a Dios.” It took the army two days to find its way over the rapids, 117 
and more horses were lost in the crossing. Beyond lay the village 
of Tenciz, which the crippled force reached on April 15, the Satur¬ 
day before Easter, in 1525. 

After leaving Tenciz, the army became lost in a wilderness of 
hills north of Lake Izabal (Plate i). The Indian guides deserted 
here, and had it not been for the capture of an Indian boy, who 
finally led them out, they would all have died of starvation. 

Just beyond this point, Cortez heard definite news of the Span¬ 
iards he was seeking. To the delight of the exhausted army, it was 
learned that Nito, the objective of their wanderings, lay only two 
days’ journey ahead. 

The final lap of this odyssey took the Spaniards three days 
before they finally emerged on the northwestern bank of the Rio 
Duke opposite Nitoj here Cortez was met by Diego Nieto repre¬ 
senting the authorities of the settlement. Cortez and ten or twelve 
companions crossed immediately to the other side of the river and 
the rest of the army straggled in during the next five or six days. 

On his march across the Maya area, Cortez visited the site of 
only one important Maya center, Tayasal, though he must have 
passed within a few miles of several others, notably Palenque, 
Laguna Perdida, Itsimte, Polol, Motul de San Jose, Ixkun, and 
Pusilha, and ended his journey at Nito, not far from Quirigua 
(Plate 19). 

THE PERIOD FOLLOWING THE EXPEDITION 
OF CORTEZ, 1515-1696 

With the conquest of Yucatan completed (1546), there re¬ 
mained only one independent Maya group—the powerful Itza 
nation, centering around the western end of Lake Peten Itza. The 
Itzas were able to resist the Spaniards and to maintain their political 
independence for another century and three quarters. 

Tayasal, the Itza capital, was a long distance both from Merida 
in northern Yucatan and from St. James of the Gentlemen of 
Guatemala, the Spanish capital in the southern highlands. For 



Smh nearly a century after Cortez had visited Tayasal in 1525, neither 
118 Yucatan nor Guatemala attempted to reduce the remote and hostile 
Province of the Itza. Between 1550 and 1556 Franciscan mis¬ 
sionaries had made evangelizing expeditions from Campeche into 
the Province of Acalan and had persuaded the Chontal Maya of 
that region to move nearer to Campeche, where they could be 
instructed in the Catholic faith, but the warlike Itza, farther to the 
southeast, were left alone. 

In 1618 two Franciscans, Fathers Bartolome de Fuensalida and 
Juan de Orbita, having secured permission to attempt to Christian¬ 
ize the Itza peaceably, set out from Merida for Tayasal. They 
left Merida in the spring of 1618, traveling by way of Lake Baca- 
lar, and were accompanied by the alcalde of Bacalar and a number 
of Indian converts. With the delays incident to travel, the fathers 
did not reach Tayasal until nearly six months later. Canek, the 
Itza ruler, received them with friendliness. 

They remained at Tayasal for some days, attempting to Chris¬ 
tianize the Itza, but Canek, though interested in the services held 
by the missionaries, refused to renounce his own religion. He be¬ 
lieved that the time had not yet arrived when, according to their 
ancient prophecies, the Itza were to accept a new faith. 

The fathers were shown a large idol in the form of a horse, 
called Tzimin Chac or the “Thunder Horse.” When Cortez had 
visited Tayasal, he left a lame horse with the Canek of that day, 
promising to return for it himself or to send for it. After Cortez’ 
departure, the Itza treated the horse as a god, offering it fowl, 
other meats, and flowers, on which diet the horse died. The 
Itza, terrifled at the death of a god on their hands, made a stone 
idol of the horse, which they worshiped in order to prove they 
were not responsible for its death. When Father Orbita saw this 
image, he became so infuriated at the idolatry that he smashed 
the image into bits. The Itza, outraged at such a sacrilege, tried 
to kill the missionaries, but Father Fuensalida seized the occasion 
to preach a sermon of such eloquence that the tumult subsided and 
the missionaries’ lives were spared. When the fathers saw that 
they were making no progress in Christianizing the Itza, they 



took friendly farewell of Canek, who seems to have borne them Zmm 
no ill will for destroying the idol. Father Fuensalida reached 
Merida on December 8, i6i 8, but Father Orbita remained at Tipu, 
a small settlement near Lake Bacalar. 

The fathers set out from Tipu for Tayasal a second time in 
September of the following year, accompanied by some Tipu 
Indians as guides and servants. They reached the Itza capital at 
the beginning of October and remained there for eighteen days. 
Although Canek was at first friendly, the Tipu Indians were sus¬ 
picious of the Itza and deserted in a bodyj later, however, three 
of them came back to serve the fathers. The Itza priests were 
becoming jealous of the influence of the Catholic missionaries 
and persuaded Canek’s wife to urge her husband to expel them. 

The fathers’ house was surrounded by armed Indians; the fathers 
themselves were hustled into a canoe with their Tipu servants and 
told never to return, as the Itza wanted no more of their religion. 
Father Orbita made some resistance, but a young Itza warrior 
seized the collar of his habit and twisted it so violently that Orbita 
fell to the ground senseless. The party was shoved off in a canoe 
without food or drink, the Itza hoping they would die of hunger 
on the long trip back to Tipu. 

The Tipu Indians, however, had managed to secrete a little 
food, and the five subsisted on this until they reached Tipu. The 
fathers rested here for a few days, but, seeing that the time was 
not opportune for further attempts to convert the Itza, they left 
Tipu and returned to Merida. 

Three years later, in 1622, the governor of Yuatan authorized 
Captain Francisco de Mirones to conduct a military expedition 
against the Itza. On March 30 of that year, Mirones with 20 
Spaniards and 140 Indians left Hopelchen in Campeche for the 
Itza country. A Franciscan missionary. Father Diego Delgado, 
joined the army later. The force marched to Sacalum, where 
Mirones’ treatment of the Indians was such that Father Delgado 
decided to leave the soldiers and go on without them. He left 
camp secretly and proceeded to Tayasal by way of Tipu, taking with 
him eighty converted Tipu Indians. Father Delgado and his In- 



dians were escorted to Tayasal by the Itza with a great show of 
120 friendship. On reaching the town, however, all were seized and 
sacrificed to the Itza idols. 

News of the death of Father Delgado reached Merida slowly, 
but as soon as the authorities at the capital heard of it they sent 
word to Captain Mirones at Sacalum to be on his guard. However, 
the news came too late. On February 2, 1624, the Spaniards at 
Sacalum were all in the village church, without arms, when the 
Indians fell upon them and slaughtered them. 

These two massacres put a stop to all attempts either to Chris¬ 
tianize or to conquer the Itza. When, about twelve years later, 
the Tipu Indians began to apostatize, returning to their former 
idolatry, the last link of friendly Indian contact between northern 
Yucatan and the province of the Itza was severed. And thus af¬ 
fairs remained for nearly three-quarters of a century. The Spanish 
continued to consolidate their positions in Yucatan and in Guate¬ 
mala, but the territory lying between remained unconquered and 
un-Christianized, a continual irritation to both the military and 
ecclesiastical authorities of the two provinces. 

In June 1695, Martin de Ursua, governor of Yucatan, sent a 
contingent of Spanish soldiers and Indians to the village of Cauich 
in northern Campeche, to start building a road to the shores of 
Lake Peten Itza. Toward the end of the month, the road builders 
reached a village called Nohthub in southern Campeche, where 
three Franciscans headed by Father Andres de Avendano joined 
them. The priests soon became disgusted with the way the Spanish 
captain treated the Indians, and they returned to Merida. 

On December 15, 1695, Father Avendano again left Merida 
for the province of the Itza, accompanied by two other Franciscans, 
four Indian singers from Yucatan, and three Indian guides. In¬ 
stead of going around by way of Tipu, Father Avendano followed 
the new road as far south as it had been built and then pushed on 
through the forests with his Indian guides to Lake Peten Itza. 

They reached the lake on January 13,1696, and were given a 
boisterous reception by the Chakan Itza living at the western end. 
The next day Canek met them at the village of the Chakan Itza, 



having crossed from Tayasal with an escort of eighty canoes. The 
fathers remained at Tayasal for three and a half days, and baptized j 21 
more than three hundred Indian children. Father Avendano urged 
Canek and his councilors to surrender to the Crown of Spain and 
aaept Christianity. The Itza council took this proposal under con¬ 
sideration, but their final decision was that the time had not yet 
arrived when their prophecies had foretold that they should give 
up the worship of their old gods. They promised that if Governor 
Ursua would send the fathers back in another four months, the 
Itza would become vassals of the Spanish King and embrace Chris¬ 
tianity. 

Canek, learning of a plot among the Chakan Itza to waylay and 
kill the fathers on their return trip, persuaded Avendano to return 
to Merida by the longer though safer route through Tipu. On the 
night of January 17, 1696, the three fathers with their Indians 
from Yuatan, after taking an affectionate farewell of Canek and 
his family, embarked in a canoe. 

From this point on, bad luck and increasing hardships beset 
the fathers. The promised guides to Tipu were not forthcoming, 
and after waiting two days the fathers set out on January 20 on 
the long, dangerous return journey to northern Yucatan. At the 
end of five days the party came to a large stream, probably the 
Holmul River, which they followed for another five days, becom¬ 
ing hopelessly lost. At this point they determined to strike west, 
hoping to reach the road which Ursua was having built from Cauich 
to the shores of the lake. They pushed on in this direction for 
fifteen days more, living on a meager diet of wild honey, green 
mamey, and palm nuts. On the fourth day of this exhausting 
trek Avendano became so weak that the two other Franciscans, 
taking one of the four Indians as a guide, pushed on in hope of 
locating some frontier settlement and bringing back help and 
supplies. 

After six days of terrible hardships. Father Avendano came 
upon the ruins of an ancient city, which he describes as follows: 

With so few comforts and so many hardships my strength was failing rap¬ 
idly, which brought home to me the truth of the adage that the Biscayans, 
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my countrymen, have, namely, that “the belly supports, or carries the legs, 
and not the legs, the belly.” 

Among these high mountains which we passed there are a number of 
ancient buildings; among them I recognized some as living places, and 
although they were very high and my strength very little, I climbed them, 
but with difficulty. They are in the form of a convent with small cloisters 
and many rooms for living, all roofed, surrounded by a terrace and whit¬ 
ened with lime inside, which latter abounds in these parts, because all the 
hills are of limestone; and these said buildings are of such form that they 
did not appear like those of this province [Yucatan] which latter are en¬ 
tirely of dressed stone put together without mortar, especially as to their 
arches, but these [in Peten] are of stone masonry plastered over with lime. 

The only archaeological site answering this description which 
he could possibly have reached is Tikal. He was therefore the first 
European to see this greatest of all ancient Maya cities. 

A month later, a Spanish expedition under Jacobo de Alcayaga, 
coming down the Lacantun and Usumacinta rivers, discovered the 
site of another large ancient city, which from its description must 
have been Yaxchilan: 

In another landing that some soldiers made, they came upon a site, 
which, because of its many stone foundations and most ancient ruined 
buildings, had the appearance of having been a very old settlement; this 
site was about a league in circumference. 

Thus two of the largest central Maya cities were seen for the 
first time by Europeans within a month of each other. 

After leaving Tikal with his Indians, Father Avendano trav¬ 
eled westward and northward for another three days until his 
strength gave out altogether. He ordered the Indians to leave 
him propped against a tree with a lighted fire and a gourd of water, 
and to push on for help. The next morning his Indians returned 
with ten carriers. After leaving Avendano the day before, they had 
come out on a trail which led them to Chuntuqui on the new road 
from Cauich to Lake Peten Itza. Here they found some Indian 
carriers and took them back to rescue the father. The Indians 
carried him in a hammock to Chuntuqui, where they arrived on 



February 19,1696, after being lost for thirty-one days. At Chun- 
tuqui he found the two other Franciscans who had left him eighteen 
days before in search of help. After resting at Chuntuqui for a few 
days, Avendano and his companions continued to Merida, where 
they reported on their mission. 

THE CONQUEST OF THE ITZA, 1696-97 

Although the road from Cauich to Lake Peten Itza had been 
opened for fifty miles beyond Chuntuqui by September of 1695, 
heavy rains prevented supplies being brought forward. Road gangs 
were obliged to return to Zucthok, north of the present boundary 
between Mexico and Guatemala, until the rainy season was over. 

As the result of an embassy from Canek, which reached Merida 
in December 1695, Ursua became convinced that the Itza were at 
last ready to submit to Spanish rule. He ordered Captain Paredes, 
who was still at work on the road, to proceed to Tayasal. Paredes, 
unable to comply with the order in person, sent Captain Pedro 
de Zubiaur with sixty Spanish soldiers, some Indian warriors, and 
Father San Buenaventura, to take possession of the province. 

By this time the road had advanced to within twenty miles of 
the lake, and Zubiaur’s command reached the shore on January 18, 
1696. Zubiaur had expected a peaceful reception by the Itza, but 
as the Spaniards approached the lake, they saw a flotilla of canoes 
filled with armed Indians advancing toward them. Leaping ashore, 
the Itza attacked vigorously, seizing some of the Indians from 
Yucatan as prisoners. Father San Buenaventura, a lay Franciscan 
brother, and a Spanish soldier were also made prisoners, and a 
fourth Spaniard was killed in the fight. The Itza numbered about 
two thousand. 

Battle having been forced upon them, the Spaniards defended 
themselves bravely, but finding his force outnumbered, Zubiaur 
withdrew to the main amp of Captain Paredes. A second and 
larger Spanish force was dispatched to the lake a day or so later. 
When it met with a similar hostile reception, further attempts to 
press the attack were discontinued. 



The news of the Chakan Itza’s hostility to Father Avendano 
and of Zubiaur’s defeat reached Ursua at the same time, and made 
it evident that the Itza were to be reduced only by military force. 
One hundred extra soldiers, shipwrights, and carpenters were 
needed to build a pirogue and a galley to navigate the lake, in order 
to dominate Tayasal and the other villages. The men were re¬ 
cruited in Merida and sent to Paredes with instructions to press 
forward the work of opening the road the remaining twenty miles. 
However, Ursua at this time became engaged in a lawsuit with a 
political rival} he ordered Captain Paredes to retire to Campeche 
to await his coming with larger forces the next year. 

The dose of 1696 and the beginning of 1697 were spent in 
reassembling the army at Campeche. This army consisted of 235 
Spanish soldiers, 120 Indian muleteers and road workers, and a 
number of Indian carriers. The infantry, artillery, and supply 
trains were sent ahead under Paredes, with orders to Zubiaur to 
proceed to within five miles of the lake with the ship carpenters and 
calkers. There they were to cut and trim suflSdent timber for a 
galley and a pirogue, and to await the arrival of the rest of the 
army. Ursua followed shortly with the avalry, his personal suite, 
and the rest of the supplies. He left Campeche on January 24, 
1697. On March i, timber for the galley and the pirogue being 
ready, the whole army moved forward to the shore of the lake, 
where a fortified camp was built. 

For the next twelve days the Itza made hostile demonstrations 
against the Spanish camp. Flotillas of canoes maneuvered in front 
of the amp daily. Companies of painted warriors surrounded it on 
the land side, beating their war drums and threatening the Span¬ 
iards with death and sacrifice. On March 10, a number of anoes 
were seen approaching the amp from the direction of Tayasal, the 
first anoe carrying a white flag. It was an embassy from Canek, 
consisting of the Itza high priest and other chiefs, who came to 
offer peace. Ursua received them in a friendly manner, and 
through them invited Canek to visit the Spanish amp the third 
day hence. The embassy was dismissed after being given a number 



of gifts, and the camp settled down to await the arrival of the Itza 
ruler. 

On the appointed day, the Itza ruler did not appear. Instead, 
a great flotilla of canoes was seen moving across the lake toward 
the camp, while on shore companies of warriors threatened to at¬ 
tack. However, as night fell, both canoes and land forces with¬ 
drew. Ursua called a council of war of all his officers and requested 
each to give his opinion as to what should be done. They agreed 
that further efforts to reduce the Itza by peaceable means were 
useless and that the only course was to conquer them by force of 
arms. A decree was read to the army ordering the attack on Tayasal 
the following morning. 

On March 13, before dawn. Mass was celebrated, breakfast was 
eaten, and the soldiers selected for the attack embarked on the 
galley. Ursua took with him 108 Spanish soldiers, the vicar-gen¬ 
eral of the army, and a nephew of Canek, who had shown himself 
friendly to the Spanish cause. He left behind, as a garrison, 127 
Spaniards and all the Indian bowmen, road workers, and servants. 

The galley swept toward Tayasal at dawn. The order of the 
preceding day was read again aboard ship; the vicar-general urged 
all who had sinned to ask forgiveness and granted a general abso¬ 
lution. 

Soon those on the galley saw canoes putting out from the shore 
in two flanking squadrons, the oaupants shouting and threatening 
with their weapons. Ursua ordered the oarsmen to row with all 
speed toward the town itself, which was now clear in the morning 
light. The number of canoes grew so rapidly that, as the galley 
neared shore, they formed a crescent around it) cutting it off from 
the lake. The Spaniards were now close enough to see the forti¬ 
fications that had been built against them and the multitude already 
under arms waiting to defend the town. 

Having come within bowshot of the galley, the Itza began to 
discharge a hail of arrows. In spite of this attack, Ursua still held 
back, shouting above the tumult, “No one fire, for God is on our 
side and there is no cause for fear.” The Itza pressed closer, the 
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arrows fell more thickly, and still Ursua held fire, shouting that 
no one was to discharge a shot, under pain of death. The Itza, 
mistaking this restraint for cowardice, mocked the Spaniards as 
not only already vanquished but killed and eaten. 

Finally the Spanish general made one last appeal. The galley 
was slowed down and through an interpreter he told the Itza that 
the Spaniards came in peace and friendship. Unless the Itza laid 
down their arms, he said, they alone would be responsible for the 
slaughter which would follow. Although the Itza heard Ursua’s 
plea, they again mistook his forbearance for weakness. Jeering at 
the Spaniards, they let fly more arrows. In spite of the congestion 
on the galley, only two Spaniards were wounded—Sergeant Juan 
Gonzalez and a soldier named Bartolome Duran. 

Duran, infuriated, ignored Ursua’s orders not to begin fighting, 
and discharged his arquebus at the Itza. The others followed his 
example until firing from the galley became general. The Span¬ 
iards, not waiting for the galley to ground, leaped into the water, 
firing their arquebuses. Even here Ursua showed mercy, for he 
prevented his men from discharging the artillery. Had this been 
brought into action, the slaughter would have been frightful, as 
the enemy were so numerous and so closely packed. 

Having gained the shore, the Spaniards continued firing with 
such effect that the Itza were soon in full flight, not only from the 
town but also from the rest of the Tayasal peninsula. Everyone 
who could took to the lake, swimming frantically for the opposite 
shore. The stretch of water which separates Tayasal from the 
mainland is so long and was by this time so thick with people that 
swimming was almost impossible and many perished. 

Ursua and the victorious Spaniards pressed up the hill, while 
the galley was rowed back and forth, with the men shooting from 
its deck. The Itza in the canoes sought to escape by hurling them¬ 
selves into the lake and swimming for the mainland, so that soon 
the entire population of Tayasal was in the water and the peninsula 
was completely deserted. 

Upon reaching the highest point of the hill, which was crowned 
by a large temple, Ursua planted the royal standard. From this 



temple, Ursua with his principal captains and the two Catholic 
priests gave thanks to God for their victory and for having pre¬ 
served them from any loss of life. On every side there were con¬ 
gratulations; Ursua thanked his officers and men for their bravery 
and constancy, which had made possible the whole undertaking. 
The amenities being concluded, and finding themselves masters of 
the town, Ursua formally renamed Tayasal “Nuestra Senora de 
los Remedios y San Pablo de los Itzaes.” 

Ursua and the vicar-general made a tour of the temples, break¬ 
ing the idols found in them as well as in the dwellings of the Itza. 
So vast was the number of idols that their destruction took the 
entire Spanish force from nine in the morning to half past five in 
the afternoon. As the final act of the day, Ursua selected the prin¬ 
cipal temple, where human sacrifice had recently been offered to 
the Itza deities, to be the sanctuary of the Christian God. Thus, in 
the morning of a single day the power of the Itza was crushed, and 
the last independent Maya political entity was brought under the 
domination of the Spanish Crown. 



AGRICULTURE 


THE ORIGIN OF AGRICULTURE IN THE NEW WORLD 

ALL PLANT BIOLOGISTS agree that high civilization in the 
New World was first developed in connection with the cultivation 
of maize or Indian corn {Zea mays), the staff of life of the Ameri¬ 
can Indian in pre-Columbian times, just as it is today. As to where 
corn originated in the Americas there is no unanimity of opinion. 
One school of thought believes that agriculture developed in South 
America, in the highlands of Peru, while another holds that it 
developed in northern Middle America, more specifically in the 
highlands of western Guatemala. 

Although recently discovered sites on the west coast of Peru 
show that corn was introduced there well after other plants had 
been domesticated, the basic importance of coni as the staple food 
of New World peoples makes its origin of major importance to 
the historical reconstruction of civilization in the Americas. 

The two areas at present favored by plant geneticists as the 
locale of the origins of cultivated corn are the east slopes of the 
Andes and the highlands of Mesoamerica; decision between the 
two is not yet possible. The date of domestication is also uncertain, 
although recent radiocarbon dates from northern Mexico and New 
Mexico suggest that corn was cultivated in Mesoamerica as early 
as 2500 B.C. 

MAYA MAIZE AGRICULTURE 

Modern Maya agricultural practices are the same as they were 
three thousand years ago or more— a. simple process of felling the 
forest, burning the dried trees and bush, planting, and changing 
the location of the cornfields every few years. This is the system 
of agricultural practices in the American wet tropics even today. 
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and is the only method available to a primitive people living in a 
heavily wooded, rocky, shallow-soiled country like that of the 
northern Yucatan Peninsula, where a plow cannot be used and 
where draft animals are not obtainable. 

This system is known as milpa agriculture, from the Aztec word 
for cornfield. It was so named because the Spaniards first came in 
contact with this method of raising corn in Mexico and, since the 
sixteenth century, the use of this word to denote a cornfield has 
spread to all other parts of Mexico and Central America. The 
Yucatan Maya word for cornfield is col, and all the Maya languages 
have similar words for it. Making the cornfield is the most impor¬ 
tant single activity of Maya men today, as it was in ancient times. 

Nor, so far as we now can judge, has milpa agriculture changed 
materially since Classic times, and even before. In those days the 
chief agricultural tools were the fire-hardened, pointed planting 
stick (Maya xul), the stone axe {boat), and the fiber bag for carry¬ 
ing the seed corn {chim). The most important modern additions 
to these implements are the steel machete, a heavy, single-bladed 
knife about two feet long, the steel axe, and the iron point which 
has been added to the planting stick. Modern agricultural imple¬ 
ments are of little avail in the Maya area, particularly in northern 
Yucatan, where the thin, rocky soil makes their use impossible. 

Because maize forms a preponderant part of the modern Maya 
diet—from 75 to 85 per cent is corn in one form or another—it is 
necessary to understand Maya milpa agriculture and its several 
steps. Maya milpa agriculture can be divided into eleven successive 
stages of work: (i) locating the field; (2) felling the forest and 
bush; (3) burning the dried bush; (4) fencing the field; (5) plant¬ 
ing the field; (6) weeding the field; (7) bending the cornstalks; 
(8) harvesting the corn; (9) storing the corn; (lo) shelling the 
corn; (ii) hauling the corn to the village. 

I. Locating the field .—^The selection of a plot of ground for 
the new cornfield is an important step. The milpero or corn 
farmer, working alone, spends at least one day arefully looking 
for the proper kind of soil, which he determines by the height and 
thickness of the forest and bush growing on it; the higher the trees 



and the thicker the bush, the richer the soil. Another desirable 
jjo factor is proximity to water. Yucatan is a parched land with very 
little surface water, and the farmer tries to loate his milpa as near 
water, either in cenotes or shallow water holes, as possible. The 
distance of the cornfield from the village where the farmer lives 
varies. In a survey of five villages in northern Yucatan, 162 corn¬ 
fields were found to vary from 2 }^ to isH miles from the nearest 
village. The average distance in northern Yucatan today between 
house and cornfield is 31.4 miles, but an extreme case is reported 
from the highlands of Guatemala—the Indians of a certain vil¬ 
lage have to go 50 miles in order to find suitable lands. 

When the field has been selected, the farmer divides it into 
mecatesy or squares measuring 65 feet (20 meters) on each side, 
making piles of stones as markers at the corners of each mecate. 
In measuring his land, the Maya farmer uses a rope which is a little 
longer than the regulation 20 meters; in northern Yucatan these 
measuring ropes average 2 r. 5 meters, or 70 feet. The Maya say 
the mecatcs have to be measured a little larger “because of what 
the birds take.” 

2. Felling the forest and bush .—Today the bush is felled with 
a steel axe or machete. When the trees are very large, they are 
ringed and allowed to die. The milpero begins to fell the bush 
soon after sunrise and continues until early afternoon. Usually 
two mecates are cut a day, or about one-fifth of an acre. As corn¬ 
fields in Yuatan average about 100 mecates in size (10 to 12 acres) 
it takes 50 days to cut the average cornfield. High bush is usually 
cut in August at the height of the rainy season. The trees are full 
of moisture at this time and are easier to fell. The low trees, vines, 
and bushes are cut first, and later the higher trees. The fallen trees 
and bushes are sometimes dragged into piles to facilitate burning. 
Fields that have already had one year’s corn crop grown upon them 
are not bushed until a few weeks before burning. 

In ancient times this step in milpa making must have taken a 
longer time and been more laborious than today. Clearing Maya 
cornfields has been enormously facilitated by the introduction of 
the Steele axe and machete (Plate 20). 




Plate 20.—Lacandon Felling a 1 ree 
I’hc use of the platform is necessary to get above the thick base of the tree. 







































3- Burning the dried bush .—^The felled bush is burned in 
March or April, after the blazing suns of February and March have 
thoroughly dried it. The cornfield is fired on a day when the wind 
is blowing strongly in order to secure a good “burn.” A torch made 
from a frayed branch of the catTam tree is used, and fires are started 
at a number of places on the side from which the wind is blowing. 
The gods of the winds are summoned by constant whistling, for 
nothing is more fatal to a good “burn” than to have the wind die 
down before the bush is entirely consumed. 

There is archaeological and documentary evidence indicating 
that the day upon which the cornfields were to be burned was chosen 
carefully by the priests. At Copan, for example, there are two 
monuments—Stelae lO and 12—standing on ranges of hills that 
enclose the western and eastern sides of the Copan Valley at this 
point. These monuments are 4 }i miles apart in an air line, the 
true bearing of Stela 10 as observed from Stela 12 being N. 81 “ 09' 
W. (Fig. 4). As observed from Stela 12, the sun sets directly 
behind Stela 10 on April 12 and again on September 7. It has 
been suggested that April 12, falling at about the time the corn¬ 
fields are burned in the Copan region, was the official date chosen 
by the priests to begin burning the milpas. The purpose of erecting 
monuments in these two positions may have been to define a line 
of sight to determine the date upon which the Copan cornfields 
should be burned. 

There is evidence in documentary sources to indicate that in 
Postclassic times also the day for burning the cornfields was of 
ceremonial importance. In the Codex Perez (post-Conquest) the 
days of a saaed year are given which deal especially with the ritual 
of burning the cornfields. In it, such expressions are used as, “On 
this day ‘the burner’ [Maya ah tooc] takes the fire j on this day ‘the 
burner’ applies the fire,” etc. 

Cornfield fires do not start forest fires in the Yucatan Peninsula. 
Even in the dry season, the forest and bush are too green to burn. 
The fiames sweeping against the standing trees kill those on the 
edges of the milpas, but the fire does not penetrate far and gradu¬ 
ally dies out. In Mexico today there are laws which require fire 




lanes to be cleared around the edges of the fields, but the individual 
Maya in his cornfield, remote from the nearest town or village, pays 
little attention to these regulations. 

4. Fencing the field .—This operation was not necessary in 
early times, since the ancient Maya had no domesticated animals, 
which today make fencing necessary. These fences are temporary 
affairs made of brush, hastily thrown together and lasting only two 
or three years, but since the cornfields are almost never planted 
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for more than two years in succession, the fences last as long as they 
are needed. 

5. Planting the field .—^Planting is begun immediately after 
the first rains, which all Maya believe will fall on the Day of the 
Holy Cross (May 3), but which may come any time between April 
and July. Sowing the milpa is usually completed before the end 
of May. It takes two days to shell sufficient corn to plant a lO- to 
12-acre cornfield (100 meates) and the actual planting of such 
a tract requires 12 days. The Maya use about 9/4 pounds of seed 
corn per acre, while the practice in the United States is to use about 
8 pounds per acre. The corn is planted in holes made with the 
iron-pointed planting stick (Fig. 5); the holes are 4 to 5 inches 
deep and are roughly laid out in lines, as nearly as the terrain will 
permit. From three to six kernels of corn are dropped into each 
hole, the holes being about 4 feet apart, and two or three stalks 
of corn grow on each hill. In the usual 10- to 12-acre milpa there 
are about 5,000 hills of corn. Bean and squash seeds are occasion- 


Fig. 5. —Planting corn with the 
planting stick. Page 36, Codex 
Tro-Cortesianus. 



ally planted in the same hole, which is then closed by a brush of 
the foot. 

Bishop Landa described this process nearly four centuries ago. 

They plant in many places, so that if one fails the others will suffice. 
In cultivating the land they do nothing more than clear the brush, and 
burn it in order to sow it afterward, and from the middle of January to 
April they work it and then when the rains come they plant it, which they 



do by carrying a small sack on the shoulders, and with a pointed stick, they 
make a hole in the ground, drof^ing in it five or six grains, covering them 
with the same stick. And when it rains, it is marvelous to see how it grows. 

There seems to have been little change in the Maya method of 
planting corn since ancient times. 

6 . Weeding the field .—The number of times a cornfield is 
weeded during the growing season (May to September) varies 
considerably. A new milpa, made in high bush, is weeded only 
once, when the corn is about 2 feet high. A second-year milpa, 
however, has to be weeded more frequently—two or three times 
before the corn matures. When one realizes that it takes more 
time to weed a mecate of low bush than to fell a mecate of high 
bush, one wonders why the modern Maya ever plants the same 
field for two years in succession. 

A second-year milpa has more weeds and vines in it than the 
high bush. This is due principally to the modern method of weed¬ 
ing with a machete. In ancient times, weeds must have been pulled 
out by the roots, and the consequent scattering of seeds thus held 
to a minimum. Today, however, weeds are cut with a sweep of 
the machete and the seeds are scattered in every direction. This 
difference may be of great importance in its influence upon the 
length of time a cornfield may be successively cultivated. When 
weeds were pulled out by their roots, weed competition may have 
been eliminated sufficiently to permit the cultivation of the milpas 
for up to five successive years before they had to be abandoned. In 
Yucatan today the yield from a second-year milpa has decreased 
to from 10 to 20 per cent less than that of the first year. 

That soil exhaustion is not the chief factor responsible for this 
decrease is suggested by results from the Carnegie Institution’s 
experimental milpa at Chichen Itza. After the harvest each suc¬ 
cessive year, specimens of soil were taken from this cornfield. Over 
a ten-year period the annual analyses of these specimens showed no 
appreciable decrease in the amount of necessary nitrogenous salts, 
nor sufficient deterioration in the chemical composition of the soil 
to account for the diminishing yearly yield. Therefore it seems 



SJLm probable that inaeasing weed competition and not decreasing soil 
1^6 fertility is responsible for the diminishing yield from Maya milpas 
today. 

7. Bending the comstdks .—^When the corn is ripe, the stalks 
are bent over. This practice is general throughout Mesoamerica 
and is done after the ears have matured in September or October. 
This practice has no counterpart in American corn farming. The 
Maya have one kind of corn which matures in two and a half 
months, another which ripens in four months, and still another 
which ripens in six months. Corn grows very tall in Yuatan, the 
average stalk being 12 or 13 feet high. The stalks are bent just 
below the ears, and in this position the corn is left to harden. The 
Maya say the purpose of bending the stalks is to keep rain from 
entering the ears, which causes them to mold. 

8. Harvesting the com ,—About a month after bending the 
stalks, perhaps in November, the Maya corn farmer begins to gather 
in his crops. Harvesting is at its height in January and February 
and continues through March into April, the corn being harvested 
as needed. Husking is done with a pin made of wood, bone, or 
deerhornj only the outside of the husk is removed in this prelimi¬ 
nary operation. A man can harvest an acre in about three days, and 
the average yield is 17 or 18 bushels of shelled corn per acre, or 
about 35 bushels on the ear. 

9. Storing the corn .—Storing practices vary. In northeastern 
Yucatan raised rectangular cribs are built at the cornfields, the corn 
being stored without shelling. The crib is made of saplings and the 
roof of thatch, materials found in abundance in the near-by forest. 
The ears are stored vertically, as close together as possible. The 
final husking is usually done just before planting the new crop in 
May. In northern central Yucatan the ears are shelled at the milpa, 
and the corn is hauled to the village, where it is stored in a circular 
bin lined with palm leaves. 

10. Shelling the com .—^The corn may be shelled in several 
ways: (a) by hand} {b) by putting the ears in a hammock which 
holds from ten to fifteen baskets of ears} the hammock is beaten 
vigorously with a club and the kernels fall through the meshes to 
the ground} and (c) by putting the ears in a pole rack and then 



beating them with long poles, the kernels falling through to the mm 
ground as in the second method. Shelling is usually done at night, i j 7 
because the chaff is thought to cause less itching than in the daytime. 

The corn is finally stored in hemp bags, each containing 2 cargos 
or 190 pounds per bag. 

II. Haiding the corn to the village .—Com is hauled from the 
milpa to the village on the backs of men or horses, or, where there 
are highways, by trucks. A man can carry one carga (95 lbs.) and 
a horse, two. As highways increase in number, horse- and man- 
transport are slowly disappearing. 

THE YIELD OF CORN 

The foregoing steps are those followed today in raising com 
in Yucatan. With the exceptions of fencing the milpa and hauling 
the corn to the village on the backs of draft animals or by motor 
trucks, they are the same as those followed by the ancient Maya. 

The average size of milpas in the Chichen Itza area of north¬ 
eastern Yucatan is 10 to 12 acres. This estimate is based upon a 
survey of 638 milpas, which were planted over a period of five 
years in three villages near Chichen Itza. In northern Yucatan the 
same cornfield is not planted for more than two years in succession. 

The third year a new site is selected, and the old milpa is allowed 
to lie fallow for about ten years until sufficient bush has come back 
to warrant its being felled again. If the average cornfield is 12 
acres in size and each field is in corn for only two years and has 
to lie fallow for ten, it will take 72 aaes of land to maintain the 
average family permanently. To support a village of 500 people 
(100 families) 7,200 acres, or about 11.2 square miles, are neces¬ 
sary. In the highlands of Guatemala, in forested regions with only 
occasional fertile valleys, 100 to 200 acres are required to support 
the average Indian family. In partially denuded or impoverished 
areas, 500 or even 1,000 acres may be necessary to sust^n the aver¬ 
age family permanently. 

The general practice in Yucatan is to replant 5 or 6 acres of 
first-year cornfield and to fell another 5 or 6 acres of forest to put 
into new milpa, bringing the total area up to 10 or 12 acres of milpa 



each year. Milpas are rarely planted a third consecutive year. Ex- 
1^8 perience has shown that the yield of a third-year milpa is less than 
half that of a new milpa, and that by the third year the brush fences 
are so broken down that they offer little protection against cattle. 

The average yield for a first-year milpa in the Chichen Itza 
area is nearly cargas per mecate, or about 25 bushels of corn 
per acre. Although the Maya say the second year’s crop amounts 
to only half the first year’s crop, reliable figures show that the sec¬ 
ond year’s crop is, at worst, only about 20 per cent less than the first 
year’s yield. 

If continuously planted year after year, a milpa will produce 
less and less corn. An experimental milpa near Chichen Itza which 
was planted for eight consecutive years (1933-40) showed the fol¬ 
lowing results: 
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For the first four years the annual yield of com rapidly de- 
CTeased under the modern method of weeding. The fifth year the 
experimental milpa was weeded the ancient way, by completely 
pulling up the weeds. Under this more thorough method of weed¬ 
ing, the yield slightly exceeded even the first year’s crop, but lost 
more than half the next year (the sixth year). It gained again in 
the seventh year, dropping to almost nothing for the eighth year 
because of a three-year plague of locusts which began in 1940. 

These figures suggest that the ancient method of weeding pro- 











longed the life of the average cornfield to perhaps seven or eight mLI 
years before it had to be abandoned. If the ancient Maya milpa j 
was cultivated continuously for four times as long as the modern 
Maya milpa, only about half as much land would have been neces¬ 
sary to maintain the average family permanently. 

It is thus quite possible that during the height of the Maya 
civilization land may have produced double its present yield, 
allowing a doubled population in the lowland area. A limiting 
factor to the indefinitely continued use of a plot of land through 
hand weeding may have been the incursion of grass, a difficult plant 
to weed by hand. At the experimental milpa of the Carnegie Insti¬ 
tution, in the last three or four years it was planted, grass invaded 
the tract until it became covered with a thidc mat through which 
not even weeds could push their way. 

In general the Maya of the Chichen Itza area expect i to i 
cargas of shelled corn per mecate; this is from i. 7 to z. 5 bushels 
per mecate, or 17 to 25 bushels per acre. But Chichen Itza is one 
of the best corn-producing regions in the northern peninsula. A 
more accurate average for the northern peninsula as a whole would 
probably be not more than i carga per mecate, or 10 cargas per 
acre (17 bushels per acre). Based upon a survey of a number of 
villages in northern Yucatan, it may be estimated that the corn¬ 
growing regions there produce from 10 to 12 cargas per person, 
or from 17 to 20 bushels per individual per year. 

The agricultural survey of Yucatan undertaken by Dr. Morris 
Steggerda, formerly of the Carnegie Institution of Washington, 
has developed another fact of historical significance. Assuming 
that his cornfield is the average size for northern Yucatan, lOO 
mecates or 10 acres, the Maya farmer will have worked only 190 
days out of the year, leaving 175 days for activities other than 
the production of his principal food. But even this does not tell 
the whole story. During the 190 days spent on the milpa, the 
Maya farmer raises more than twice as much corn as he and his 
family actually consume, and feeds some livestock, which he did 
not own before the Spanish Conquest. 

The average Maya family is composed of five persons. This 



figure is based upon a survey of 265 households, distributed among 
four Indian villages in northern Yucatan. The average daily con¬ 
sumption of corn per individual was found to be i .31 pounds— 
for the average family of five, 6.55 pounds daily. But the modern 
Maya, unlike his ancestors, has a few animals. He feeds his live¬ 
stock another 3.25 pounds a day, making the average daily com 
consumption of himself, his family, and his stock 9.8 pounds, or 
a total of 64 bushels per year. Since the average cornfield pro¬ 
duces 168 bushels of shelled corn per year, there is a surplus of 
104 bushels per year. It is this surplus of corn which, turned into 
cash, buys the few outside necessities and luxuries which the Maya 
family cannot produce. Their wants are simple and the corn surplus 
is usually sufficient to satisfy them all. 

If the Maya farmer and his wife are content to do without 
store-bought extras and if they keep only a few pigs and chickens, 
he can produce enough corn for his family and limited livestock 
in only 76 workdays. If he has no livestock at all he can raise 
enough corn for himself and his family in 48 days. In short, he has 
between 293 and 317 days out of the year for non-food-producing 
activities. 

Here is the surplus time—^roughly nine to ten months—dur¬ 
ing which the ancient Maya ceremonial centers were built; during 
which, in the Spanish colonial period, the great churches and other 
public buildings were erected; and during which today the hemp 
fields of northwestern Yucatan are cultivated. With so much free 
time, the Maya Indian for the last two thousand years has been 
exploited—^first by his native rulers and priests, next by his Span¬ 
ish conquerors, and more recently by private owners m the hemp 
fields. 


OTHER CULTIVATED AND WILD, EDIBLE AND 
USEFUL PLANTS 

The second most important food aop of the Maya is beans 
(hml), which are often planted in the same holes as the corn and 
grow up around the cornstalks. There are two varieties, the small 



black bean and the red bean, the black bean being the overwhelm- 
ing favorite. In addition to being planted with the corn, they are ^ 
raised in separate patches, and in ancient times must have con¬ 
tributed a large part of the protein intake. 

Numerous varieties of squash and pumpkin are grown, some¬ 
times in the milpas among the corn. Sweet potatoes, tomatoes, and 
cassava also are raised. Other common food plants of the Maya 
are: chayote^ a herbaceous vine bearing a tender fruit not unlike 
summer squash j chaya^ the leaves of which are boiled and served 
as a vegetable; jkama^ a root which looks like a turnip and is eaten 
raw. There are many fruits: the mamey, a sweet, red-meated fruit 
that grows wild throughout the Yucatan Peninsula; avocado, a rich 
and important item in the Maya dietary; the chicle sapote —z 
tree whose sap makes chewing gum, and the timber of which was 
used as lintels in temples; the papaya; several species of annonas, 
cashews, oranges, bananas, plantains, granadilla, guava, ckicote., 
name) and many others. 

Another tree which grows in the Yucatan Peninsula is the 
breadnut {Brosimum aUcastrum, Maya ox). It, like the sapote, 
is common in the high forests near the ruins of ancient settlements. 

This greater frequency of the breadnut and sapote near archaeo¬ 
logical sites suggests that the ancient Maya may have planted these 
trees in the vicinity of their settlements, as their descendants do 
today. The leaves of the breadnut are the chief fodder of mules 
and horses in the Yucatan Peninsula. The outer covering of the 
fruit is sweet and edible. The seeds, when boiled, are also eaten 
as a vegetable, or are dried and ground into flour. 

Plants raised for seasoning and flavoring are chili pepper, 
vanilla, allspice, oregano, apazote (chenopodium), culantro (cori¬ 
ander), and other herbs, roots, and leaves. A number of plants 
are raised for their fibers. Although today the Maya buy machine- 
made cotton textiles, this is a recent development. Formerly cotton 
was extensively planted, since Maya clothing was made almost 
entirely of hand-woven cotton textiles. Another important fiber is 
henequen, hemp, or sisal, as it is variously called. Today this con- 



sdtutes almost the only exportable product of Yucatan. The fiber 
of the bayal palm is used in making baskets and the young leaves 
of the guano palm in making hats and mats. 

Maya colors are for the most part of vegetable origin. The 
annatto tree, known locally as achiote^ is raised for its fruit, which 
yields a rich orange-red color and is extensively used in flavoring. 
Logwood is common in the swamps of the middle part of the penin¬ 
sula and, until the appearance of aniline dyes, was exported in tre¬ 
mendous quantities. The mora tree yields the fustic wood of com¬ 
merce, which gives green and also a yellow-brown color. 

The Yucatan forests afford an abundance of the materials re¬ 
quired for construction of the thatched houses of the common 
people: sapodilla for the house timbers and postsj mahogany and 
Spanish cedar for the doors, windows, and frames; guano and 
corozo palms for thatching. From the forests come the vines which 
are used in tying together the wooden framework of the house; 
nails are never used in making the Maya thatched house even today. 

Other useful nonedible plants and trees are gourd plants for 
water bottles and food containers, tobacco, rubber, and the copal 
and gumbo-limbo trees, the resin of which is used as incense. There 
is fat pine for torches, and the soapberry tree bears fruit which gives 
a pulp that lathers. The wood of lignum vitae and maha trees 
makes the containers and swizzle sticks used in the preparation of 
chocolate. 

Ancient Maya life depended upon a similar variety of native 
products. There was stone, linje, and gravel for their ceremonial 
buildings, and timber and thatch for the houses of the common 
people. A rich and varied flora supplied vegetables, seasonings, 
kitchen utensils, medicines, and fibers for textiles and basketry. 
The forest supplied game of all kinds; the jaguar and deer were 
especially hunted, their pelts being made into cloaks and sandals 
for the rulers and priests. There were also many birds of beautiful 
plumage. 

With all this abundance, nature’s richest gift was maize, with¬ 
out which the Maya could not have developed their distinctive 
culture, the most brilliant aboriginal civilization of the New World. 
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tfOVERNMEHT AHD fO<IAL ORGANIZATION 


DOCUMENTARY SOURCES FOR CLASSIC-STAGE 
HISTORY LACKING 

WE HAVE NO DIRECT evidence as to the governmental and 
social organization of the Classic Maya, since no contemporary 
evidence on these points has survived. What little may be said 
of the governmental and social organization of the Classic stage 
depends upon (i) the indirect evidence furnished by what is known 
of such organization in Postclassic times, and (2) the direct evi¬ 
dence supplied by Classic-stage pictorial art. If we may draw from 
what is known of Postclassic governmental and social organization, 
and abstract from it certain known importations from mainland 
Mexico, it may be possible partially to reconstruct the Classic pat¬ 
tern. Since Maya culture is known to have been continuous in 
many ways, the Classic and Postclassic stages will be treated to¬ 
gether, though most of the material on these subjects has been 
drawn from Postclassic northern Yucatan. 

POLITICAL AND SOCIAL ORGANIZATION 

In Yucatan during the Postclassic stage, the country is said to 
have been governed by a confederation among the rulers of Maya- 
pan, Uxmal, and Chichen Itza. These three sites have been shown 
archaeologically to have been built during successive time periods 
rather than contemporaneously. Still, the durable quality of Maya 
architecture makes it possible that Chichen Itza and Uxmal may 
have remained as political capitals long after their major building 
periods, and Mayapan is known to have been occupied until less 
than a hundred years before the Spanish Conquest. 

The governments of these three states must have controlled 
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most of Yucatan, each with a region considerably larger than the 
agricultural area directly surrounding it. Thus, in Postclassic times 
the governmental units must have included a considerable number 
of religious centers. 

Political organization in Classic times is hard to reconstruct. 
The Postclassic organization resembles that known from central 
Mexico and may have been introduced in the tenth century by the 
Toltecs, or at some time thereafter. It can safely be said that the 
Classic Maya culture was much more homogeneous than that of 
its period on the Mexican mainland, and this might suggest a meas¬ 
ure of political hegemony over the Maya area. 

An important factor to consider in reconstructing the govern¬ 
ment of the Classic Maya is the lack of warfare among them. This 
may be considered an indication of the overwhelming importance 
of religion in government, and there is every reason to believe that 
the priests of a highly organized and dogmatically inflexible reli¬ 
gious cult ruled the central Maya area. As to how far religion 
penetrated into political affairs, it is difficult to say; but perhaps 
the cultural homogeneity and isolation of the Maya area mini¬ 
mized the need for political control. 

Relying upon archaeological evidence for the Classic stage, 
which indicates a number of subprovinces, we may hazard the 
guess that each of these archaeological subprovinces corresponded 
roughly to a political unit of some sort. In the central area during 
the Classic stage there may have been at least four: (i) central and 
northern Peten, Guatemala, and British Honduras; (2) the Usu- 
madnta Valley; (3) the southeastern subprotdnce; and (4) the 
southwestern subprovince. In the northern area eastern Campeche 
and southern Yucatan formed a region apart. In the late Postclassic 
there were three principal political entities—Chichen Itza, Uxmal, 
and Mayapan. 


THE TERRITORIAL RULER 

The head of the Yucatecan area at the time of the Conquest 
was the hdach uink (Maya for “True Man”) or territorial ruler. 



This position was hereditary in a single family. Bishop Landa, 2222 
describing conditions in late Postclassic times, states that the lords 
were succeeded by their oldest sons: 

If the lord died, although his oldest son succeeded him, the other chil¬ 
dren were always very much respected and assisted and regarded as lords 
themselves; ... if, when the lord died, there were no sons [old enough] 
to reign, and he [the deceased lord] had brothers, the oldest of the 
brothers, or the best qualified, reigned, and they taught the heir their 
customs and feasts against the time he should become a man; and these 
brothers [paternal uncles of the heir], although the heir was [ready] to 
reign, commanded all their lives; and if he [the deceased lord] had no 
brothers, the priests and principal people elected a man proper for the 
position. 

The halach uinic was also called ahm^ a word the sixteenth- 
century Maya manuscript-dictionaries define as “king, emperor, 
monarch, prince, or great lord.” This was the title used by the 
Maya of the colonial period in referring to the King of Spain. The 
powers enjoyed by the halach uinic were broad. He probably for¬ 
mulated foreign and domestic policies with the aid of a council 
composed of the leading chiefs, priests, and special councilors {ah 
cuch cabob). He appointed the town and village chiefs {batabob)^ 
who stood in a sort of feudal relation to him, and the most impor¬ 
tant of whom were no doubt his close blood relatives. 

In addition to being the highest administrative and executive 
officer of the state, it is likely that the halach uinic was the highest 
ecclesiastical authority as well. It has been suggested that the 
Classic-stage government may have been a theocracy, the highest 
civil and religious powers being combined in the person of one 
individual who perhaps even then was called the halach uinic. 

Judging from the Classic-stage sculptures, the insignia of the 
halach uinic varied, depending upon whether his civil, religious, 
or military function was represented. As administrative head of 
state he carried in his right hand the Manikin Scepter, and in his 
left a round shield. The Manikin Scepter is a small anthropo¬ 
morphic figure with a long curling nose, and one of the legs ter- 



•••• minates in the head of a serpent (Fig. 6, a, b, and c). In a fresco 
146 in the Temple of the Warriors at Chichen Itza the seated figure of a 
halach uinic holds in his right hand what is probably a Postclassic 
version of this same type of scepter (Fig. 6c), and in his left hand 
he grasps the usual Postclassic round shield. 

As head of the religious hierarchy, the halach uinic holds the 
Double-Headed Ceremonial Bar (Fig. 6 h). This is usually car¬ 
ried horizontally across the breast, though occasionally it is held 
diagonally, one end resting on the shoulder (Plate 67^). The 
ends of this emblem terminate in heads which are sometimes ser¬ 
pent-formed, sometimes human. On the back of Stela 11 at Yax- 
chilan (Plate 18^), a halach uinic is shown impersonating a deity 
with a mask of the god’s head held in front of his face. As the 
highest military officer of the state, he carries a weapon, usually 
a spear (Fig. 6^), occasionally a throwing stick, hulche (Fig. 6<?), 
or a club (Fig. 6/), but never the bow and arrow, which were un¬ 
known in Classic times and do not appear in Map history until 
late in the Postclassic. 

The magnificent Classic-stage murals found at Bonampak, 
Chiapas, give a far more intimate view of social structure among 
the ruling class than do Landa’s accounts. They take the observer 
through the course of a Maya ceremony, with scenes so naturalisti- 
cally presented that the viewer an observe as though he were there. 
There are many clues to the organization of Maya religious proce¬ 
dure in these murals, and the protocol of the ceremonies will be 
long discussed by experts. The over-all impression, however, is 
clear. There is an informality, an anecdotal air to these paintings 
which departs far from the stiffer panoply of Old World cere¬ 
monies as recorded in Egyptian and Mesopotamian art. The par¬ 
ticipants show a refreshing lade of self-conscious dignity, an indi¬ 
viduality and lack of servility which supports the suggestion, made 
elsewhere in this text, that the Maya staged ceremonies, not be- 
ause they were forced to participate, but beause they enjoyed 
doing so. And although the religious centers were abandoned less 
than a hundred years after the Bonampak murals were painted, 

. one suspects that the priests rather than the religion were in dis- 
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Fig. 6 . —Classic and Postclassic ceremonial insignia, and weapons: (a) Probably 
a late Postclassic example of the Manikin Scepter, from the Xiu genealogical tree; 
(^) the Classic Manikin Scepter, from 2^morph P at Quiriguaj (c) a Post¬ 
classic example of the Manikin Scepter, from a fresco in the Temple of the War¬ 
riors at Chichen Itza^ a spear, symbol of military rank from Classic times 
on; (e) a throwing stick, symbol of military rank; (/) a war club, symbol of mili¬ 
tary rank; (g) a small, round ceremonial shield (Classic); (A) a Double-Headed 
Ceremonial Bar, symbol of highest religious rank during Classic times. 





mSm favor, and that the process of abandonment of the centers was in 
i^g the main a quiet one. 

RULING HOUSES OF LATE POSTCLASSIC TIMES 

At the time of the Spanish Conquest, the five leading families 
of the peninsula were: (i) the Xiu, or Tutul Xiu, with their capital 
at Manij (2) the Cocom, with their capital at Sotuta; (3) the 
Canek, with their apital at Tayasal in central Peten j (4) the Chel, 
with their capital at Tecoh; and (5) the Pech, with their capital 
at Motul. 

The foremost of these was the Xiu, perhaps because this fam¬ 
ily had taken the leading part in the successful revolt against 
Mayapan in 1441. In the Peabody Museum of Archaeology and 
Ethnology at Harvard University there is a portfolio of 145 docu¬ 
ments, the proofs of nobility of the Xiu family, which were accu¬ 
mulated during the Spanish colonial period. The three earliest— 
a map, a land treaty, and a genealogical tree—date from 1557, 
only fifteen years after the Spanish Conquest. 

The map (Plate 21) shows the Province of the Xiu with its 
apital, Mani, at the center. The symbol for each town and vil¬ 
lage is a Catholic church with a tower surmounted by a cross; in 
the ases of the smaller villages there are only aosses. The symbol 
for Uxmal, the former Xiu apital, which was entirely abandoned 
by the middle fifteenth century, is the representation of a Maya 
temple. 

The treaty of the Maya lords, which accompanies the map and 
bears the same date, is the earliest known document to be written 
in Spanish script in the Maya language. It describes the boundaries 
between the Xiu state and the adjoining provinces. 

The genealogical tree (Plate 22) shows Hun Uitzil Chac Tutul 
Xiu, the founder of Uxmal, seated at its base, holding a fan. The 
foundation of this city, according to the fragmentary hieroglyph 
to the left of the fan, took place in a Katun 2 Ahau. The handle of 
this fan terminates in the head of a serpent, and the fan is thus 
probably a late Postclassic form of the Manikin Scepter. At Hun 



Uitzil Chao’s right side kneels his wife Yx... of Ticul j she points SSSS 
to their joint achievement—^the spreading Xiu family tree. It is 14^ 
to be noted, however, that the tree rises from his loins and not from 
hers, a graphic insistence upon patrilineal descent. The object of 
the tree was to prove to the Spanish Crown the descent of the Con¬ 
quest-period Xiu from the former royal house of Uxmal. For 
this reason the founder of Uxmal, Hun Uitzil Chac, appears as 
the progenitor of the family. The papers in the portfolio carry 
the Xiu story down to the time of Mexican Independence in 1821, 
and from living members of the family it has been possible to con¬ 
tinue their history to the present day. The present members of the 
family live at Ticul in northern Yucatan. 

How far the Xiu have fallen since the days when they ruled 
in northern Yuatan is reflected in the changes of residences of 
the heads of the family. Plate 24^ shows the Palace of the Gov¬ 
ernor at Uxmal, which may well have been the official residence 
of the Xiu when they were halach uinicil. Plate 24^ shows their 
residence at Mani in the early Colonial Period, when the Xiu had 
been created Spanish hidalgos; this is the house of Francisco de 
Montejo Xiu, who aided Francisco de Montejo the Younger in the 
conquest of Yucatan. Plate 24c is a picture of the simple thatched 
house of Don Nemesio Xiu on the outddrts of Ticul. 

SOCIAL CLASSES 

Ancient Maya society seems to have been divided into four 
general classes: the nobility (Maya almehenob)) the priesthood 
{ahkinob ); the common people {ah chembal umcob ); and the 
slaves {pfencatoV). 

The nobility .—Below the halach uinic stood the batabs or lesser 
chiefs. They were the local magistrates and executives, who admin¬ 
istered the affairs of the towns and villages. In the Postclassic and 
probably in the Classic stage as well, although appointed by the 
halach uinic, they were members of a hereditary nobility, the alme- 
henob. They exercised executive and judicial authority in their 
communities, and, although in times of war all served under one 



Plate 21.—^Ancient Map op the Province of Mani, Yucatan 







(a) Don Nemesio Xiu. 


Plate 23.—^The Present Head of the Xiu Family and 
Son, Ticul, Yucatan 


(^) Don Dionisio Xiu. 






























I a) Palace of the Governor, Uxmal, Yucatan; the Xiu as Maya rulers. 



f h) House of Francisco de Montejo Xiu, Mani, Yucatan; the Xiu as Spanish nobles. 



t c) House of Don Nemesio Xiu, Ticul, Yucatan; the Xiu as Mexican corn farmers, 

Plate 24.—Residences of the Heads of the Xiu Family under 
THE Native Maya, Spain, and Mexico 





















SSSS supreme military chief, each batab personally commanded his own 
I soldiers. He presided over the local coundl and saw to it that the 
houses were kept in repair and that the people cut and burned 
their fields at the times indicated by the priests. In his capacity as 
judge he sentenced criminals and decided civil suits. If these were 
of unusual importance he consulted the halach uinic before passing 
judgment. No tribute was paid directly to the batab, being ren¬ 
dered only to the halach uinic, but he was supported by the people. 
One of the batab’s principal duties was to see that his town or 
village paid its tribute promptly to the halach uinic. 

There were two kinds of war captains: one hereditary, pre¬ 
sumably the batab j the other, of greater importance, was elected 
for a period of three years and given the title of nacom. 

This one, called the nacom, could not, during these three years, have rela¬ 
tions with any woman, even his own wife, nor eat red meat. They held him 
in great veneration and gave him fish and iguanas, which are like lizards, 
to eat. In this time [his tenure of office] he did not get drunk, and he kept 
separate in his house the utensils and other objects which he used, and 
no women served him and he had but little communication with the 
people. At the end of these three years [all was] as before. These two 
captains [the nacom and batab^ discussed the affairs of war and put them 
in order . . . 

[And again] They bore him [the nacom^ in great pomp, perfuming him 
as if he were an idol, to the temple where they seated him and burned 
incense to him as to an idol. 

It would seem that the elected nacom formulated the strategy of 
war, while the batabs, the hereditary chiefs, led their respective 
contingents into battle. 

Next below the batab were the town councilors, the ah cuch 
cahob, two or three in number. Each had a vote in the town gov¬ 
ernment and without their assent nothing could be done. Each 
stood at the head of a subdivision of the town, and they were likened 
by Spanish writers of the sixteenth century to the regidores in 
Spanish town goveriunents. 

The ah kulelob, or deputies, accompanied the batab wherever 
he went and were the assistants who carried out his orders; there 
were usually two or three of them. 



The duties of the ah holpofob^ meaning in Maya “those at the 
head of the mat,” are not so clear. They are said to have assisted | 
the lords in the government of their towns, and through them the 
townspeople approached the lords. They were the advisers of the 
lords on matters of foreign policy, and are said to have been masters 
of the popolna or house where the men met to discuss public affairs 
and to learn the dances for the town festivals. The ah holpopob 
were also the chief singers and chanters in charge of the dances and 
musical instruments in each town. 

The tupileSf or town constables, stood at the bottom of the 
law-enforcement structure. 

The priesthood .—Bishop Landa, describing conditions in the 
late Postclassic, says that both chiefs’ and priests’ offices were heredi¬ 
tary and were derived from the nobility: 

They taught the sons of the other priests and the second sons of the lords 
who [were] brought them from their infancy, if they saw that they had 
an inclination for this profession; . . . and his [the high priest’s] sons or 
his nearest relatives succeeded him in office. 

Herrera, another early Spanish historian, writes: 

For the matters concerning the worship of their gods they had one who 
was the high-priest, whose sons succeeded him in the priesthood. 

There is little doubt that both the highest civil and religious offices 
were hereditary, being filled from the members of one family in 
each state. 

Landa says that the high priest in late Postclassic times was 
called Ahaucan Mai. This, however, seems to be a combination of 
the title ahaucan and the family name Mai, which is common in 
Yucatan. The high priest may have been called simply the ahaucan, 
since this word in Maya means “the Lord Serpent.” In combining 
the surname Mai with it, Landa was doubtless referring to a specific 
family in which the office seems to have been hereditary. Landa 
says further that 

He was very much respected by the lords and had no refarlirmento of 
Indians [no Indians specially set aside for his personal service], but besides 
the offerings, the lords made him presents and all the priests of the town 



2222 brought contributions to him. ... In him was the key of their learning 
and it was to these matters that they [the high priests] mostly dedicated 
themselves; and they gave advice to the lords and replied to their questions. 
They seldom dealt with matters pertaining to the sacrifices except at the 
time of the principal feasts, or very important matters of business. They 
provided priests for the towns when they were needed, examining them in 
the sciences and ceremonies and committed to them the duties of their office, 
and set good example to people and provided them with books and sent them 
forth. And they employed themselves in the duties of the temples and in 
teaching their sciences as well as writing books about them. . . . 

The sciences which they taught were the computation of the years, 
months and days, the festivals and ceremonies, the administration of the 
sacraments, the fateful days and seasons, their methods of divination and 
their prophecies, events and the cures for diseases and their antiquities 
[history] and how to read and write with their letters and characters 
[hieroglyphics] with which they wrote, and [to make] drawings which 
illustrate the meaning of the writings*. 

The direction of the manifold activities of the great temple 
establishments of Classic and Postclassic times must have been as 
complex as the governing of a political state. The high priests 
had to be not only able administrators but also outstanding schol¬ 
ars, astronomers, and mathematicians, and this in addition to their 
religious duties. If they were not the actual rulers in Classic times, 
they must have been councilors of state, advising the halach uinic 
on political matters. Being of the ruling house themselves, their 
interest in the state was as great as his. 

Another class of priests were the chilanes or diviners, whose 
duty it was to give the replies of the gods to the people. The 
chilanes were held in such high respect that the people carried 
them on their shoulders when they appeared in public. 

Another priest was the nacom (not to be confused with the 
war chief of the same title), who was elected for life. According 
to Landa, he was held in little esteem since he was the functionary 
who slit open the breasts of the sacrificial victims and plucked out 
their hearts: 

At this time came the executioner, the nacom^ with a knife of stone, 
and with much skill and cruelty struck him [the sacrificial victim] with 




the knife between the ribs of his left side under the nipple, and at once 
plunged his hand in there [the opening in the breast] and seized the heart 
like a raging tiger, tearing it out alive, and having placed it on a plate, he 
gave it to the priest, who went quickly and anointed the face of the idols 
with that fresh blood. 

The nacom was assisted in the ceremony of human sacrifice by 
four aides called chacsy respectable old men chosen anew on each 
occasion. 

The chaci seized the poor man whom they were going to sacrifice and with 
great haste, placed him on his back upon that stone and all four held him 
by the legs and arms so that they divided him in the middle. 

Other duties of the chacs were to assist at the puberty ceremony, 
to kindle the new fire at the beginning of the Maya New Year, and 
to fast and anoint idols with blood in the month of Mol, which 
was dedicated to making new idols. 

Ahkin was the general name for “priest” in Maya. The word 
means literally “he of the sun.” Some of the ahkins had special¬ 
ized duties, for example as prophets of the thirteen Maya ages, or 
thirteen differently numbered katuns. At a sanctuary of the Island 
of Cozumel and at the Sacred Cenote at Chichen Itza, an ahkin 
served as the oracle. It was also an ahkin who received the hearts 
of the sacrificial victims from the hands of the nachm and offered 
them to the idols of the Maya gods. 

The modern Maya of northern Yucatan, when they practice 
the few ancient ceremonies which have survived among them, em¬ 
ploy the service of an ahmen or medicine man—in Maya, “he who 
understands.” The ahmen is a prophet and, at the same time, the 
inflicter as well as the healer of diseases. 

The priesthood was probably the most powerful group in the 
state. Their knowledge of astronomy, their ability to predict 
eclipses, their penetration into every phase of life, made them 
feared and respected and gave them a hold on the superstitions of 
the people equaled by that of no other class. The lack of a class 
struggle between the Maya nobility and priesthood may be ex¬ 
plained by the fact that among the ancient Maya the members of 
each group were probably quite closely related. 
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The common feofle. —^The great mass of the people in both 
Classic and Postclassic times were humble corn farmers, whose 
toil supported not only themselves but also their supreme ruler, 
their local lords, and the priesthood. In addition, they were the 
builders of the great complex ceremonial centers and the raised 
stone highways (Maya sacbeob) which connected the principal 
cities. 

Other obligations of the lower class were to pay tribute to the 
halach uinic, to give presents to their local lords, and to make offer¬ 
ings to the gods through the priests. The tribute and offerings 
consisted of all kinds of vegetable produce, a kind of woven cotton 
cloth called fati, domesticated fowls, salt, dried fish, and all kinds 
of game and birds. It also included cacao, pom (copal) for incense, 
honey and wax, strings of jade and coral beads, and shells. Their 
lands were held as community property and were tilled in common. 
Bishop Landa says: 

The common people at their own expense made the houses of the lords.... 
Beyond the house, all the people did their sowing for the lord, cared for his 
fields and harvested what was necessary for him and his household; and 
when there was hunting or fishing, or when it was time to get their salt, 
they always gave the lord his share, since these things they always did as a 
community. . . . They also joined together for hunting in companies of 
fifty, more or less, and they roast the flesh of the deer on grills, so that it 
shall not be wasted [spoil] and having reached the town, they make presents 
to their lord and distribute [them] as among friends. And they do the 
same in their fishing. 

The common people lived on the outskirts of the towns and 
villages, and the distance of a man’s house from the central plaza 
depended upon his position in the social scale. 

We do not know what term was used to describe the common 
people in ancient times, though sixteenth-century Maya dictionaries 
give ah chembal, uinicob, memba uinicob, and yalba uinicob as mean¬ 
ing “the common people, the plebeians”; these terms in Maya 
mean “the inferior or lower men.” At the time of the Spanish 
Conquest the common people were called mazehmlob^ a Nahua 
word which means the lower classes, as compared with the nobility. 



It is still used in northern Yucatan, but it now carries a distinct 
connotation of social inferiority. 

Slaves .—At the bottom of the social scale were the slaves, 
called ppentacob in Maya. Slavery seems to have been practiced 
in both the Classic and Postclassic stages, despite Bishop Landa’s 
assertion that it was introduced in late Postclassic times by one of 
the Cocom rulers of Mayapan. This is difficult to believe in view 
of the frequent representations of the so-called “captive figures” 
on Classic Maya monuments. These “captive figures” are very 
likely representations of enslaved prisoners of war, though they 
may represent the people of a whole town rather than any specific 
individual. Sometimes their faces are of a different type from 
those of the principal figures, a distinction which may indicate that 
the lords belonged to a special hereditary class. 

In Postclassic times, when we have documentary evidence for 
slavery, the condition would seem to have arisen in one of five dif¬ 
ferent ways: (I) by having been born a slave; (2) by having been 
made a slave in punishment for stealingj (3) by having been made 
a prisoner of war; (4) by having become an orphan; and (5) by 
having been acquired by purchase or trade. Provision was made by 
law and custom for the redemption of children born into slavery. 
If a person were caught stealing, he was bound over to the person 
he had robbed and remained a slave for life, or until he was able to 
repay the value of the stolen articles. Prisoners of war were always 
enslaved. Those of high degree were sacrificed immediately, but 
those of lower rank became the property of the soldier who had 
captured them. Slaves of this kind are represented in a mural 
painting from the Temple of the Warriors at Chichen Itza, where 
they are portrayed as naked, their bodies being painted with black 
and white stripes (Plate 25). 

Orphans were acquired for sacrifice either by purchase or by 
kidnaping. If purchased, the price of a small boy varied from 
five to ten stone beads. Orphans who had been brought up by rich 
lords were frequently sacrificed, especially if they were the chil¬ 
dren of slave women. Finally, slaves were acquired by purchase 
or in trade. Landa, in enumerating the vices of the Maya, mentions 
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idolatries and repudiation of their wives and orgies of public drunkenness 
and buying and selling slaves. ... The occupation to which they are most j ^ j 
inclined was trade, carrying cloth and salt and slaves to the lands of Ta¬ 
basco and Ulua [the present Ulua Valley in Honduras], exchanging all 
of it for cacao and stone-beads which were their money; and with this they 
were accustomed to buy slaves or other beads because they were fine and 
good, which their chiefs wore as jewels at their feasts. 

One early authority writing of Nicaragua says that “a slave costs 
one hundred almonds [cacao beans], more or less, according to his 
condition and the agreement between the buyer and seller.” If 
this is true, the value of cacao beans must have been extremely 
high in ancient times or the price of slaves correspondingly low. 

TRACES OF FORMER CLAN ORGANIZATION 

By the time of the Spanish Conquest few traces of clan organ¬ 
ization among the ancient Maya remained, but there are sugges¬ 
tions that originally such a system had prevailed. For example. 
Bishop Landa says: 

They always called their sons and daughters by the name of the father 
and the mother, that of the father as the proper name, and that of the 
mother as the appellative name as follows. The son of Chel [patronymic] 
and Chan [matronymic] is called Na Chan Chel, which means the son 
of such and such people [using the mother’s family name, here Chan, as 
a middle name]. And this is the reason the Indians say that those bearing 
the same name are all of one family, and that they are treated as such. 

And on this account when one comes to a place which is not known to him 
and he is in need, he at once makes use of his name, and if there are any 
of the same name there, they receive him at once and treat him with the 
greatest kindness. And thus no woman or man was ever married to another 
of the same name, for that was in their opinion a great infamy. 

This is in reference to the prevalence of an exogamous marriage 
restriction which may have been based originally upon the clan 
system of claiming descent from a common ancestor. 

This ancient Maya taboo against marriages between persons 
of the same family name has survived to the present day among the 



Tzeltal and Lacandon Maya. In a number of Tzeltal villages in 
the highlands of Chiapas, marriage between persons having the 
same Indian family name is either forbidden outright or strongly 
discouraged. This taboo operates so strongly in some villages that 
it extends even to Tzeltal families who have lost their Indian sur¬ 
names and have adopted Spanish surnames. If even these Spanish 
names are the same, marriages are forbidden. 

Among the Lacandon Maya of the Chiapas lowlands, now re¬ 
duced to around two hundred people, everyone was found to be¬ 
long to one clan or another, the membership being determined by 
the father’s. The clan names among the Lacandon all derive from 
animals or birds and suggest a former totemic significance. Al¬ 
though not common, marriages do occur between Lacandones of 
the same surname and clan name. If exogamy ever existed among 
them, it has disappeared before the necessity of finding mates of 
any surname and clan at all, for the total number of the group has 
dwindled almost to the vanishing point. 

Superimposed on the clan organization of the Lacandon, there 
is evidence of larger social groups composed of several clans each, 
but these are not so clearly understood. These larger groups may 
be the remains of a more elaborate social organization of groups of 
families originally supposed to have had a common ancestor. 



UFE OF THE COMMON PEOPLE 


BIRTH, NAMES, AND THE HETZMEK CEREMONY 

THE ENTIRE LIFE of the common people was dominated by 
their religious beliefs as interpreted by the priesthood. The cere¬ 
monial pattern of everyone^s life was predetermined for him 
according to the day of the tzolkin^ or sacred year of 260 days, upon 
which he was born. Among the Cakchiquel of the highlands of 
Guatemala there was the belief that the day of one^s birth even 
controlled one’s temperament and destiny. This fact determined 
for the ancient Maya the gods who were friendly to him and those 
who were hostile. Among the Cakchiquel, for example, the given 
name of every person was fixed automatically, since his name had 
to be that of the day upon which he was born. This practice, if ever 
present among the Maya of northern Yucatan, had disappeared 
before the time of the Spanish Conquest. 

The ancient Maya loved their children deeply. Children were 
greatly desired and the women even “asked them of the idols with 
gifts and prayers.” In order to induce pregnancy, a woman placed 
under her bed an image of Ixchel, goddess of pregnancy and child¬ 
birth. 

Depressed foreheads were considered a mark of beauty among 
the ancient Maya, and this deformation was achieved by binding 
the heads of the babies between a pair of flat boards, one at the 
back of the head, the other against the forehead. These boards 
were left in place for several days, and, after they were removed, 
the head remained flattened for life. Maya representations of the 
human head in profile show that this practice must have been almost 
universal, at least among the upper class. 

Another mark of distinction was to be cross-eyed, and mothers 
tried to bring about this condition by hanging little balls of resin 
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to the hairs falling between their children’s eyes. These pellets 
of resin dangling between the eyes made the children look at them 
and thus tended to cross their eyes. The ears, lips, and septum of 
the nose were pierced to hold ornaments. 

A ceremony performed among the modern Maya of Yucatan 
which may be a survival from ancient times is that of the hetzmeky 
when the baby is carried astride the hip for the first time. Maya 
babies are carried astride the left hip and the child is held in place 
by the left arm of the person carrying it (Plates lob and i 2 c). 
This is done the first time for a girl when she is three months old, 
and for a boy when he is four months old. The difference in time 
is said to be because the Maya hearth, symbolic of woman’s activi¬ 
ties in the home, has three stones; and the cornfield, symbolic of 
man’s activities in the field, has four corners. 

There are usually two godparents for this ceremony—a hus¬ 
band and wife. If there is only one, it is a man for a boy and a 
woman for a girl. Nine objects, symbolic of what the child will 
use in later life, are placed on a table. The father hands the baby 
to the godfather, who sets the child astride his left hip and makes 
nine circuits of the table, each time selecting one of the nine objects 
and putting it into the child’s hand, instructing him at the same time 
as to the object’s use. He then turns the child over to the god¬ 
mother, who repeats the procedure. The child is then given back 
to the godfather, who returns it to the father saying, “We have 
made the hetzmek for your child.” The parents kneel before the 
godparents in sign of gratitude and an assistant distributes food, 
rum, boiled fowls, and tortillas to those present. 

In ancient times the young child was carried to a priest, who 
forecast its horoscope and gave the child the name it was to bear 
during childhood. The ancient Maya had three or four different 
names: (i) his pad kaba or given name; (2) his father’s family 
name; (3) his rml kaba or father’s and mother’s family names 
combined; and (4) his coco kaba or nickname. 

Until the age of three or four, children were brought up by 
their mothers. When a boy was about four or five a small white 
bead was fastened to the hair on the top of his head. When a girl 



reached the same age a string was tied around her waist, from 
which hung a red shell as a symbol of virginity. To remove either 
of these before the puberty ceremony was thought to be highly 
dishonorable. 


PUBERTY 

According to Bishop Landa, the day for the puberty ceremony 
was carefully selected; pains were taken to ascertain that it would 
not be an unlucky day. A principal man of the town was chosen 
as sponsor for the children participating; his duty was to assist 
the priest during the ceremony and to furnish the feast. Four 
honorable old men were selected as chacs^ to assist the priest and 
sponsor in conducting the ceremony. On the appointed day, all 
assembled in the court of the sponsor’s house, which had been 
newly swept and strewn with fresh leaves. An old man was as¬ 
signed to act as godfather for the boys, and an old woman as god¬ 
mother for the girls. When this was done the priest purified the 
dwelling and conducted a ceremony to expel the evil spirit. 

When the spirit had been expelled, the court was swept out 
again, fresh leaves were strewn about, and mats were spread on 
the floor. The priest changed his vestments to a handsome jacket 
and a miter-like headdress of colored feathers, taking in his hand 
an aspergillum for sprinkling holy water. This latter consisted of 
a finely worked short stick with rattlesnake tails hanging from it. 
The chacs approached the children and placed on their heads pieces 
of white cloth, which their mothers had brought for this purpose. 
The older children were asked if they had committed any sin or 
obscene act. If they had, they were separated from the others 
(Landa does not say whether they were refused permission to par¬ 
ticipate further in the rite). This concluded, the priest ordered 
everyone to be seated and to preserve absolute silence, and after 
pronouncing a benediction on the children, he sat down. The spon¬ 
sor of the ceremony, with a bone given him by the priest, tapped 
each child nine times on the forehead, moistening the forehead, 
the face, and the spaces between the fingers and toes with water. 

After this anointing, the priest removed the white cloths from 



SS the children’s heads. The children then gave the chacs some 
166 feathers and cacao beans which they had brought as gifts. The 
priest next cut the white beads from the boys’ heads. The attend¬ 
ants carried pipes which they smoked from time to time, giving each 
child a puff of smoke. Gifts of food, brought by the mothers, were 
distributed to the children, and a wine offering was made to the 
gods; this wine had to be drunk at one draught by a specially ap¬ 
pointed official. 

The young girls were then dismissed, each mother removing 
from her daughter the red shell which had been worn as a symbol 
of purity. With this, the girl was considered to have reached a 
marriageable age. The boys were dismissed next. When the chil¬ 
dren had withdrawn from the court, their parents distributed 
among the spectators and officials pieces of cotton cloth which they 
had brought as gifts. The ceremony closed with feasting and heavy 
drinking. This ceremony was called “the descent of the gods,” 
and it will be seen that it is much more likely to have been a puberty 
ceremony than a baptismal rite, which Landa mistakenly calls it. 

As the boys grew older they began to live in a house set apart 
for the young unmarried men of the community. They ame to¬ 
gether here for their diversions and usually slept together in this 
house until marriage. They painted themselves black until they 
were married, but were not supposed to tattoo themselves before 
that time. The youths were constantly with their fathers and at 
an early age accompanied them to work in the family cornfield. 
Says Landa: “In all other things they always accompanied their 
fathers, and thus they became as great idolaters as they, and served 
them very well in their labors.” 

After the puberty ceremony the girls were considered ready 
for marriage. They were taught to be modest: whenever they met 
a man they turned their badcs to him, stepping aside to allow him 
to pass; when giving a man a drink of water they lowered their eyes. 
Mothers taught their daughters how to make tortillas, an occupa¬ 
tion which consumed a great part of every woman’s time. The 
women were the housekeepers, cooks, weavers, and spinners. They 
raised fowl and went to market to buy and sell the articles which 



they produced. When need arose, they carried burdens alongside 
their menfolk and assisted them in sowing and cultivating. 

MARRIAGE 

Bishop Landa says that formerly the Maya married when they 
were twenty years old but that in his time they married when they 
were twelve or fourteen. In the eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries Maya boys of Yucatan married at about seventeen or 
eighteen and girls at about fourteen or fifteen. Today in the 
Indian villages of the northern peninsula the average age of the 
boys at marriage is twenty-one years, and that of the girls nearly 
seventeen. 

The fathers took great care to find suitable wives for their 
sons, preferably girls of the same social class and of the same vil¬ 
lage. Certain relationship taboos existed. It was considered wicked 
to marry a girl who had the same surname, or for a widower to 
marry the widow of his brother, his stepmother, the sister of his 
deceased wife, or his maternal aunt, though first-cousin marriages 
were not forbidden. 

It was thought to be mean-spirited if a man sought a mate 
for himself or for his children personally, instead of employing 
the services of a professional matchmaker {ah atanzahob). This 
custom has survived in rural districts in northern Yucatan to the 
present time. The matchmaker having been selected, the cere¬ 
mony was discussed and the amount of the dowry agreed upon. 
This usually consisted of dresses and other articles of little value, 
for which the boy’s father paid the girl’s father. The boy’s mother 
at the same time made ready clothing for her son and daughter- 
in-law to be. Today, in northern Yucatan, the groom or his family 
defrays all expenses of the wedding, even including the bride’s 
trousseau. This is true of all classes of society from the most 
aristocratic hacendado (plantation owner) to the humblest Indian 
laborer. 

When the day of the ceremony arrived, the relatives and guests 
assembled at the house of the bride’s father. As soon as the priest 
entered the house, the fathers of the couple presented the young 



mSm people to him. The priest made a speech setting forth the details 
168 of the marriage agreement, after which he perfumed the house 
and blessed the bridal pair, and the company sat down to a feast 
which concluded the ceremony. From this time forward the young 
couple were allowed to live together, and the son-in-law lived and 
worked in the house of his wife’s parents for six or seven years. 
His mother-in-law saw to it that her daughter gave the young hus¬ 
band food and drink as a token of their recognition of the marriage, 
but if the young man failed to work for the appointed time, he 
could be put out of the house. 

Marriages were often arranged between families when the boy 
and girl were still very young, and after they had come of age 
the arrangement was carried out. Widows and widowers remarried 
without ceremony} the man simply went to the house of the woman 
of his choice, and, if she accepted him, she gave him something to 
eat. Custom decreed that widowers and widows should remain 
single for at least a year after the death of their previous mates. 

Although the Maya were monogamous, divorce was easy, and 
consisted of little more than simple repudiation. It was of com¬ 
mon occurrence, as an early Spanish witness indicates: 

They did not have marital relations with more than one woman [at a 
time], but they left her for trifling reasons, and married another, and there 
were men who married ten and twelve times; and the women had the same 
liberty to leave their husbands and take another, but the first time they got 
married it was by a priest. 

Landa says: 

And on this account they repudiate more easily, since they many with¬ 
out love and ignorant of married life and of the duties of married people. 

This is probably often true of the present-day Maya, who marry 
without love in the modern American sense. It seems rather a 
matter of routine. The boy wants a home and children of his own, 
and either his parents or the matchmaker simply arranges for his 
marriage with a suitable girl. 



DRESS SS 

The principal garment of the men was the breechclout, ailed 169 
ex in Maya. It was a band of cotton cloth, five fingers wide and 
long enough to be wound around the waist several times and passed 
between the legs. These breechclouts were woven on hand looms, 
the two ends often being elaborately embroidered with feathers: 

They wore the mastil [probably a corruption of maxtliy the Aztec word 
for the same garment] between their legs, which was a large strip of 
woven manta, which, tying it on the abdomen and giving it a turn below, 
covered their private parts, the two long points having on them much 
plumage hanging before and behind. 

The ex is represented everjnvhere in Maya graphic arts, from the 
gorgeously decorated breechclouts worn by the rulers, priests, and 
nobles to the simple, unadorned loincloths of the lower classes 

(Kg. 7). 

In addition to the ex, the men sometimes wore a large square 
cotton cloth ailed the 'pati, knotted around the shoulders. This . 
was more or less elaborately decorated according to the station of 
the wearer. It also served the poor as a covering for their beds 
at night. 

Sandals made of untanned deer hide and tied with hemp cords 
completed the costume of the common people. On Classic-stage 
monuments, the sandals are shown as exceedingly elaborate (Fig. 

8, a-f). One important difference may be noted between repre¬ 
sentations of ancient Maya sandals (Fig. 8, g-j) and those now 
in use. In ancient times the sandals were bound to the feet by two 
thongs, one passing between the first and second toes, the other 
between the third and fourth toes (Fig. 8, k). Today, from the 
highlands of Guatemala to northern Yuatan, only the first of 
these thongs is still used (Fig. 8/). 

The men wore their hair long with a bare spot burned on the 
top of the head. The hair was braided and wound around the head 
like a coronet, except for a queue which fell behind. Warriors 
painted themselves black and red, prisoners were painted in black 



































Fig. 8. —Maya sandals, or xmab: (a, by Cy dy /) examples of sandals from Classic 
monuments; (gy hy iy j) examples of sandals from the Postclassic monuments; 
{k) ancient method of fastening sandals with two cords, one passing between the 
first and second toes, the other between the third and fourth toes; (/) modern 
method of fastening sandals with a single cord passing between the first toe and the 
second toe. 


and white stripes, and the priests were painted blue. In prepara¬ 
tion for one of the most important ceremonies of the year, the 
celebrants painted with a blue pigment everything from the uten¬ 
sils of the priests down to the spindles with which the women 
wove. The priests and sacrificial victim depicted in a fresco from 
the Temple of the Warriors at Chichen Itza are painted blue from 
head to foot (Plate 28/). Many of the balls of ■pom Incense found 
in the Well of Sacrifice at Chichen Itza were also painted a bright 
turquoise blue. Blue was the color associated with sacrifice among 
the late Postclassic Maya just as it was among the Mexicans, from 
whom they may have derived this association. 

Paint was also used in tattooing: 

Those who do the work, first painted the part which they wish with 
color, and afterwards they delicately cut in the paintings, and so with blood 



and coloring-matter the marks remained on the body. This work is done 
a little at a time on account of the extreme pain, and afterwards also they 
were quite sick with it, since the designs festered and matter formed. In 
spite of all this they made fun of those who were not tattooed. 

Several accounts of the principal garment worn by Maya 
women have come down to us, but none is clear. Landa says: 

The women of the coast and of the Provinces of Bacalar and of Cam¬ 
peche are more modest in their dress, for, besides the covering which they 
wore from the waist down [a kind of skirt], they covered their breasts, 
tying a folded manta [fati] underneath their armpits. All the others did 
not wear more than one garment like a long and wide sack, opened on both 
sides, and drawn in as far as the hips, where they fastened it together, with 
the same width as before. 

Herrera writes: “They wore a dress like a sack, long and wide, 
open on both sides and sewn as far as the hips.” A third early writer 
states: “The Maya women wore their kind of petticoats, which 
is like a sack open at both sides, and these, tied at the waist, covered 
their private parts.” A cotton kerchief was worn over the head, 
“open like a short cowl, which also served to cover their breasts.” 

Although none of these descriptions is complete, together they 
give a fair idea of the costume of the Maya women of Yucatan 
at the present time (Plate 26). Today this garment is known as 
the huipil, an Aztec word. It is a white, loose-fitting cotton dress, 
of the same width from top to bottom. It is sewn at the sides, with 
holes for the arms and a square opening for the head. The arm¬ 
holes, neck opening, and bottom of the garment are beautifully 
embroidered in cross-stitch. This garment, with its unusual em¬ 
broidery, is almost certainly a survival from ancient times (Plate 
26, c and d). 

Underneath is worn a very full, long petticoat (Maya pic), 
which hangs below the huipil. This is sometimes embroidered 
arcwmd the bottom, but always in white. A Maya woman never 
leaves her house without her rebozo (Maya hooch), a scarf which 
she wears draped around her neck or thrown over her head; this 
may be a survival of the cotton kerchief mentioned above. Today 



c) Huipil from Tixcacal, Quintana Roo. t Huipil from Merida, Yucatan. 

Plate 26.“~Huipiles, or Dresses of Maya Women from Guatemala (a and b) 

AND from Quintana Roo and Yucatan (c and d) 






















slippers of European style are worn by the women, but formerly 
they no doubt used sandals for festive occasions, going barefoot 
the rest of the time. 

Women and girls wore their hair long and took great care of 
it. The hair was done in various ways, the style for married women 
differing from that of the young girls. The women, like their 
husbands, anointed themselves with a sweet-smelling red oint¬ 
ment, the odor of which lasted for many days. They tattooed 
themselves from the waists up, except for their breasts, the designs 
being more delicate than those tattooed on the men. 

Much could be written about the dress of the rulers, nobility, 
and priesthood, based upon the material in the sculptures, frescoes, 
and vase paintings (Plates 25, 63-69, 71, 72, and 91-94). The 
robes of the halach uinic, the festive and war apparel of the no¬ 
bility, and the insignia and vestments of the priesthood were of 
great splendor. Yet these articles of dress, though elaborately 
decorated, were basically the same as the garments of the common 
man—the breechclout, ape, and sandals, with the addition of a 
headdress. 

The breechclouts of the upper classes portrayed in the sculp¬ 
tures are of great intricacy. The ends are richly worked with 
feathers, and the part around the waist is heavily incrusted with 
ornaments. The simple square cotton pati of the common man 
becomes a magnificent ape of embroidered cotton stuff, jaguar 
skin, or even brilliantly colored feathers. The beautiful iridescent 
tail feathers of the quetzal seem to have been reserved for the 
nobility. The sandals beame increasingly elaborate as the wearer 
rose in the social scale, until those of the chief priest, as represented 
on Classic-stage monuments, are extremely ornate. 

It was in the headdresses, however, that the greatest magnifi¬ 
cence was displayed. The framework was probably of wicker or 
wood, carved to represent the head of a jaguar, serpent, or bird, 
or even one of the Maya gods. These frames were covered with 
jaguar skin, feather mosaic, and arved jades, and were surmounted 
by lofty panaches of plumes. Sometimes the panache took the form 
of a stiffly feathered crest. It was always the most striking part 



of the costume, and indicated the rank and social class of the wearer. 

Costume accessories consisted of collars, necklaces, wristlets, 
anklets, and knee bands. They were made of feathers, jade beads, 
shells, jaguar teeth and claws, crocodile teeth, and, in later times, 
of gold and copper. Other kinds of jewelry were nose ornaments, 
earrings, and lip plugs of jade, stone, obsidian, and less valuable 
materials. Ornaments of the lower classes were confined largely 
to simple nose plugs, lip plugs, and earrings of bone, wood, shell, 
and stone. 

THE ROUND OF DAILY LIFE 

The daily preparation of corn for household use is a major 
activity of Maya women, and doubtless was so in the past. This 
household duty may be divided into five steps: 

1. The dried, shelled corn is first put into an olla (Maya mm) 
or cooking pot, with sufficient water and lime to soften the kernels. 
The mixture is brought nearly to the boiling point and kept at this 
temperature until the hull is softened, being stirred occasionally. 
The olla is then set aside and allowed to stand until the following 
morning. This softened corn is called kmm in Maya. 

2. Sometime after breakfast the next morning, the kuum is 
washed until it is perfectly clean and free of hulls. 

3. The kuum is then ground. In ancient times this was done 
by hand with stone grinders, but today hand-operated metal mills 
have generally replaced them. The ground corn, which is called 
zacan in Maya, is covered with a doth and allowed to stand until 
later in the morning. 

4. About an hour before the main meal of the day, a small 
round table about fifteen inches high, called the banqueta^ is 
washed. This table always stands near the koben or typical Maya 
three-stone hearth. Next a round griddle {xamacK) is also wiped 
clean, placed on the hearth, and allowed to heat. A section of 
plantain leaf («lee haas)y roughly six inches square, is heated on 
the xamach until it becomes soft and pliant; this is then placed 
on the banqueta with a pinch of ashes underneath to make it turn 
easily on the low table. After these preliminary preparations the 
Maya woman is ready to make her tortillas {mh). 



SS S. She pinches off a lump of zacan about the size of a hen’s 
176 egg and places it on the piece of plantain leaf. The left hand forms 
the edge of the tortilla while the right flattens the lump of zacan 
and, at the same time, gives it a rotary motion on the banqueta. 
A round, thin, flat cake rapidly takes form under her fingers. The 
almost continuous pats produce a typical sound, heard throughout 
all Maya villages in Yucatan at midday. When shaped, the tortilla 
is laid on the heated xamach to bake. It is next placed on the hot 
fagots of wood below the xamach until it puffs out, when the 
woman picks it up and flattens it again with a blow on the table. 
Finally the tortilla is placed in a gourd {lee) to keep it hot; the 
average Maya man usually eats nearly twenty at one meal, and 
demands that they be piping hot. 

A sixteenth-century account of the eating habits of the ancient 
Maya has the following to say: 

As to the meals which they ate in the time of their antiquity, they eat 
the same today. This is corn boiled in water and crushed. When made into 
dough, they dissolve it in water for a drink [^ozofe], and this is what they 
ordinarily drink and eat. An hour before sunset it was their custom to make 
certain tortillas of the said dough. On these they supped, dipping them into 
certain dishes of crushed peppers, diluted with a little water and salt. Alter¬ 
nately with this they ate certain boiled beans of the land, which are black. 
They call them huul, and the Spanish, frijoles. This was the only time they 
ate during the day, for at other times they drank the dissolved dough men¬ 
tioned above. 

The principal difference between ancient and modern Maya eating 
habits would appear to be in the hour for the main meal of the 
day. Formerly, to judge from this account, it was in the late after¬ 
noon “an hour before sunset,” while now the main meal is usually 
eaten at noon, or early afternoon. There is also evidence that tor¬ 
tillas were not eaten in Yucatan before the Conquest. 

Maya men and women even today do not eat together. The 
men of the family eat first and afterward the women and girls have 
their meal. The tortillas eaten at breakfast are those left dver from 
the day before, but toasted aisp for the morning’s meal. The fresh 
tortillas are not ready until the main meal of the day. 



The men leave for the cornfields between four and five o’clock 
in the morning, after which the women turn to their principal 
task of the forenoon—^preparing the zacan and making tortillas. 
Any spare time they may have after this is devoted to other house¬ 
hold duties. 

For refreshment before his return to the house, the man work¬ 
ing in the cornfields takes with him a lump of pozole wrapped in 
a piece of plantain leaf. Pozole is much like zacan, only it is al¬ 
lowed to boil until it hardens into a thick mass. About ten, the 
man stops work for a few minutes to mix a lump of pozole in a 
cup made from half a gourd filled with water; the resulting drink 
looks like milk. If he works until two or three in the afternoon, 
he may drink pozole two or three times. 

The men return from the fields in the early afternoon, after 
which they eat the main meal of the day—fresh tortillas, beans, 
eggs, a little meat if it is available, and perhaps a few vegetables 
and chocolate, if the family can afford it. After this meal the man 
takes his daily bath. Bathed and dressed, the men sit around talk¬ 
ing until the evening meal, which is light—^tortillas, beans, and 
chocolate or atole, a hot drink made by mixing zacan with water, 
sometimes sweetened with honey. 

The family retires by eight or nine o’clock unless some special 
business is afoot. Everybody sleeps in one room, in modern times 
in hammocks but formerly on low platforms of poles. Landa says 
in this connection: 

And then they build a wall in the middle dividing the house length¬ 
wise, and in this wall they leave several doors into the half which they 
call the back of the house, where they have their beds, and the other half 
they whitened very nicely with lime [this outer room would seem to have 
been a sort of porch open at the front and sides] . . . and they have beds 
made of small rods [saplings] and on the top a mat on which they sleep, 
covering themselves with their mantas [fads^ of cotton. In dimmer they 
usually sleep in the whitened part of the house [that is, the porch], on one 
of those mats, especially the men. 

A seventeenth-century writer speaks of a bed in a house in the 
lowlands of the Usumadnta River, made of a crude wooden frame- 



SS work sufficiently large to hold four persons, while an eighteenth- 
178 century writer reports of the Yucatan Maya, “His bed is the floor, 
or a framework of boards, supported by four sticks.” 

Today the Indians of Yucatan, and most of the mestizos, sleep 
in hammocks. The hammock was probably imported by the Span¬ 
iards from the Caribbean region. It seems almost certain that had 
they been in general use at the time of the Conquest, Landa would 
have mentioned them, but he states explicitly that they “had beds 
made of small rods.” 

The food needs of the average Maya family today can be sup¬ 
plied in less than two months of eight-hour workdays. In ancient 
times it likely took much longer to fell the bush, plant a first-year 
cornfield, and keep it free of weeds. On the other hand, a corn¬ 
field can now be planted for only two successive years, but there 
are grounds for believing that formerly it could be planted for 
seven or eight seasons. In any event it is evident that the ancient 
Maya had a great deal of spare time when he was not engaged in 
raising food for his family’s needs. 

That this leisure time of the common people was highly or¬ 
ganized by the nobility and priesthood is abundantly proved by 
the programs of public works which were carried out. These vast 
constructions of stone and mortar depended upon a highly or¬ 
ganized and ably directed society. Much labor was needed to 
quarry the stone for these projects and to transport it to the build¬ 
ing sites, to fell wood for the thousands of limekilns, and to gather 
gravel for the endless quantities of mortar. Time and skill were 
required to carve the worked-stone elements, to sculpture the 
monuments, and to construct the pyramids, temples, and palaces. 
And all this was in addition to supporting the ruler, the nobility, 
and the priesthood in economic idleness. In view of all that they 
did, the common people could have had but little time which they 
could call their own. 

SICKNESS, DEATH, BURIAL, AND THE LIFE HEREAFTER 

When a man was ill he summoned a priest, a medicine man, 
or a sorcerer—^Landa lumps all three together. This curer of ills, 



by a combination of prayers, ceremonies, and administration of 
herbs, either cured or killed his patients, his reputation as a healer 
depending upon which of the two predominated. Yuatan has 
many medicinal herbs and plants, and an extensive pharmacopoeia 
was at the disposal of these sorcerer-doctors. Several seventeenth- 
century Maya manuscripts, listing many ills and their correspond¬ 
ing cures, have come down to us, and some of their remedies have 
merit. Many of them, too, smack of medieval European super¬ 
stition mixed with Maya magic, as in the following remedy for 
toothache: 

You take the bill of a woodpecker and bleed the gums a little with it; 
if a man, thirteen times; if a woman, nine times. [The gum] shall be 
slightly pierced by the bill of the woodpecker. Thus also a piece of a tree 
struck by lightning is to be grated with a fish-skin and wrapped in cotton¬ 
wool. Then you apply it to the tooth. He will recover by this means. 

This bleeding of the gums might alleviate some kinds of tooth¬ 
ache, but the “thirteen times in the case of a man” and the “nine 
times in the case of a woman” are surely ritualistic survivals from 
the ancient Maya, the former corresponding to the number of Gods 
of the Upper World and the latter to the number of Gods of the 
Lower World. 

On the other hand, some of the native plants undoubtedly 
possess medicinal properties, as for example the kanlol {Tecoma 
stans)y which grows in northern Yucatan. Two to ten drops of an 
extract made from this, taken hourly, is a strong diuretic and prob¬ 
ably a mild heart stimulant as well. 

Landa says: 

There were also surgeons, or better said, sorcerers, who cured with 
herbs and many superstitious rites . . . The sorcerers and physicians per¬ 
formed their cures by bleedings of the parts, which gave pain to the sick 
man; . . . [the Maya] believed that death, sickness and afflictions came 
to them for their wrong doing and their sin; they had a custom of confess¬ 
ing themselves, when they were already sick. 

According to the same authority, the Maya had great fear of 
death, and when it intervened their grief was excessive: 



This people had a great and excessive fear of death and they showed 
this in that all the services, which they made to their gods, were for no other 
end, nor for any other purpose than that they [the gods] should give them 
health, life and sustenance. But when, in time, they came to die, it was 
indeed a thing to see the sorrow and the cries which they made for their 
dead, and the great grief it caused them. During the day they wept for 
them in silence; and at night with loud and very sad cries, so that it was 
pitiful to hear them. And they passed many days in deep sorrow. They 
made abstinences and fasts for the dead, especially the husband or wife; and 
they said that the devil had taken him away since they thought that all evils 
came to them from him [the devil], and especially death. 

The body was wrapped in a shroud and the mouth filled with 
ground maize and one or more jade beads “which they use for 
money, so that they should not be without something to eat in the 
other life.” The common people were buried under the floors or 
behind their houses; the houses of the poor were usually abandoned 
after a death. Idols of clay, wood, or stone were thrown into the 
grave, as well as objects indicating the profession or trade of the 
deceased. 

The burial customs of the ruling classes were more elaborate. 
Landa saj^ that the bodies of the nobles and persons of high esteem 
were burned, their ashes being placed in great urns and temples 
built above them. Excavations in the pyramid supporting the High 
Priest’s Tomb at Chichen Itza, the substructures of Temples A-I 
and A-XVIII at Uaxactun, and the pyramid of the Temple of 
the Inscriptions at Palenque, among others, have established the 
fact that burials were made under the floors of the buildings they 
supported. Plate 27 shows a cross section of the Palenque tomb, 
discovered by Alberto Ruz. 

Graves of important persons have also been found in small, 
stone-lined burial vaults with corbel-arched roofs, built under plaza 
floor levels at Chichen Itza, Palenque, Uaxactun, and Copan. Most 
of these pyramid and plaza subfloor burials were accompanied by 
elaborate mortuary furniture, exquisitely painted pottery vessels, 
carved jade beads and pendants, and ornately chipped objects of 
flint and obsidian. 



Plate 27.—Cross Section of the Ruz Tomb 

Ruz’ discovery of the tomb in the Temple of Inscriptions at Palenque is one of 
the most notable of recent archaeological achievements. Others had investigated 
the building without detecting the tomb, but Ruz discovered that the inner walls 
of the temple did not end at their junction with the floor but continued on below 
it. This fact, coupled with his deduction that the holes in one large floor slab 
were fingerholds, led him to believe that the pyramid on which the temple stands 
might have another structure concealed within it. The slab was lifted, revealing 
a stairway completely blocked with rubble. Clearing the stairway presented a 
monumental task and there was no assurance that what lay below would justify 
the effort, but Ruz elected to try it. The work of clearing lasted from 1949 to 
1952, and the stairway was found to end in one of the most elaborate tombs ever 
discovered in Mesoamerica. 



mSm In northern Yuatan, another burial custom among the nobility, 
182 according to Landa, was to enclose the ashes of the dead in hollow 
statues of pottery or wood. If a wooden statue, it was made to look 
like the dead man. The back of the statue’s head was left hollow 
and here the ashes from a part of the cremated body were placed; 
the rest of the ashes were buried. These statues and crematory urns 
were preserved with great veneration among the family idols. 

Among the Cocom, the ruling house of Mayapan, a special 
burial custom obtained. The bodies of dead Cocom lords were 
boiled until the fleshy parts could be completely removed from 
the bones. The back half of the head was sawed off, leaving the 
front half intact. Then, where the fleshy parts of the face had 
been, a new face was built up with resin. These restored faces were 
kept, together with the wooden effigies, in the oratories of their 
houses with the family idols. They were held in great veneration 
and respect, and on feast days offerings of food were made to them 
so that the lords might lack for nothing in their afterlife. 

Archaeology partially supports Landa’s statement, since in 
dredging the Well of Sacrifice at Chichen Itza a skull was recovered 
which had the crown cut away. The eye sockets were filled with 
wooden plugs, and there were the remains of painted plaster on 
the front. There also has recently been found, in the Department 
of El Quiche, Guatemala, the front part of a human skull covered 
with a thick coat of lime plaster, which was modeled to represent 
a human face. 



REUNION AND DEITIES 


RISE AND DEVELOPMENT 

DURING THE several thousand years since the Maya exchanged 
their nomadic life for a sedentary one, their religion had under¬ 
gone corresponding changes. At first the Maya religion was prob¬ 
ably a simple nature worship, a personification of the natural forces 
which surrounded them and whose interplay formed the back¬ 
ground against which the Maya lived their nomadic lives. 

Such a religion required little formal organization—^no priest¬ 
hood, no elaborate ceremonials, not even specialized places of wor¬ 
ship. Each family head was probably the family priest, and the 
family temple was little more than a temporary hut set close to 
the equally temporary dwellings of the family. Much the same 
condition, for example, still exists among the Lacandon Maya in 
the forests of the Usumacinta Valley in eastern Chiapas. 

Later, agriculture was introduced, bringing fixed dwellings 
and more leisure timej religion became more organized and the 
gods more specialized. A priesthood grew up whose business it 
was to interpret the will of the gods to the people j the need for 
more formal temples arose; religion became a business of the few. 
Fixed homes made possible more permanent ceremonial centers 
and encouraged the erection of more ambitious sanctuaries and the 
development of an elaborate ritual. 

During the centuries which elapsed between the introduction 
of agriculture and the invention of the Maya calendar, chronology, 
and hieroglyphic writing, probably in 7.O.O.O.O or 7.6.O.O.O of the 
Maya Era (353 or 235 b.c.), the Maya religion, doubtless, changed 
very slowly. These centuries saw the beginnings of individualized 
gods, a growing priesthood, a richer ritual, and more elaborate 
sanctuaries, though still not of masonry. This second period was 



probably contemporaneous with the Mamom ceramic phase at 
Uaxactun. 

However, with the introduction of the calendar, chronology, 
and writing, all of priestly invention, Maya religion underwent 
important modifications, again in the direction of greater com¬ 
plexity and formalization. A religious philosophy gradually took 
shape, devised by a professional priesthood and built around the 
increasing importance of astronomical manifestations. This change, 
while it probably began as early as the third century before Christ, 
first becomes archaeologically apparent with the earliest appear¬ 
ance of sculptured stone monuments at Uaxactun about 8.14.0.0.0 
(a.d. 317). These in turn probably coincided with the introduc¬ 
tion of corbeled roof vaulting and the beginnings of Tzakol pot¬ 
tery, also found first at Uaxactun. 

Something fundamentally important took place in northern 
central Peten sometime during the three or four centuries imme¬ 
diately preceding and following the beginning of the Christian 
Era. Was this cultural impetus due to some outside influence, or 
was it of autochthonous origin.? Perhaps we shall never surely 
know. 

As early as the fourth century after Christ, Maya culture was 
firmly established in northern central Peten. Maya religion had 
become a highly developed cult based upon a fusion of the primi¬ 
tive personification of nature with a more sophisticated philosophy, 
built around a deification of the heavenly bodies and a worship 
of time. This religion, while shared by the common people, was 
highly esoteric in nature. It was interpreted and served by a closely 
organized priesthood composed of astronomers, mathematicians, 
prophets, and ritualists, and, as it grew more complex, by skilled 
administrators and statesmen. 

Judging from the generally peaceful tenor of Classic-stage 
sculptures, Maya religion throughout this period must have been 
a more lofty faith, not debased as it was in later times by wholesale 
human sacrifice. Only two representations of human sacrifice are 
known for this period, both from Piedras Negras. Just as the 



Classic stage was the peak of Maya culture, so was it also the noblest 
period of Maya religion, before the beliefs and practices had de¬ 
generated into bloody orgies. 

There are no archaeological reasons for believing that the Maya 
religion suffered any fundamental changes during the Classic stage, 
but in the Postclassic, during the Puuc and Mexican periods, sweep¬ 
ing changes were introduced. 

A number of sixteenth-century Spanish writers affirm that the 
Mexicans introduced idolatry, which probably was meant to include 
human sacrifice as well: 

The old men of these provinces [Yucatan] say that anciently, near to 
eight hundred years ago, idolatry was not practiced, and afterwards when 
the Mexicans entered it and took possession of it, a captain, who was called 
Quetzalquat [Quetzalcoatl] in the Mexican language, which is to say in 
ours, plumage of the serpent . . . introduced idolatry into this land and 
the use of idols for gods, which he had made of wood, of clay and of stone. 
And he made them [the Maya] worship these idols and they offered many 
things of the hunt, of merchandise and above all the blood of their nostrils 
and ears, and the hearts of those whom they sacrificed in his services. . . 
They say that the first inhabitants of Chichenyza [Chichen Itza] were not 
idolaters, until a Mexican captain Ku Kalcan [Kukulcan] entered into 
these parts, who taught idolatry, and the necessity, so they say, to teach and 
practice it. 

Herrera, the official historian of the Indies for the Crown of Spain, 
leaves no doubt about this point, stating bluntly that “the number 
of people sacrificed was great. And this custom was introduced 
into Yucatan by the Mexicans.” 

The archaeological evidence also supports the interpretation 
that idolatry included the practice of human sacrifice. At Chichen 
Itza, the great Mexican-Maya metropolis of the Postclassic, prob¬ 
ably the whole cult of the Well of Sacrifice, where so many human 
victims were offered, dates from the Mexican period. Of the eight 
representations of human sacrifice known in the Maya area, four 
occur at Chichen Itza: two in frescoes in the Temple of the Jaguars 
(Plate 28^), one in a fresco in the Temple of the Warriors (Plate 



28/), and the fourth on a gold disk from the Well of Sacrifice. 

186 others are found in the hieroglyphic manuscripts: the Codex 
Dresdensis (Plate 28c) and the Codex Tro-Cortesianus (Plate 
2 %d), both also dating from the Postclassic. The other two are 
those previously noted at Piedras Negras in the Classic stage. In 
view of such evidence, documentary as well as archaeological, there 
is little, doubt that the sanguinary character of Maya religion as 
found by the Spaniards in the early sixteenth century was due 
chiefly to Mexican influence and was introduced into Yucatan by 
the Mexican invaders in the tenth century. 

The Maya religion suffered its final change when the Spaniards 
forcibly substituted Christianity for the old pagan beliefs and prac¬ 
tices in the middle of the sixteenth century. The few survivals of 
the ancient faith that have remained are not from the esoteric cult 
and complex theology of the priestly class, but the belief in the 
simple gods of nature—the Chacs, or rain gods of fertility. The 
homely everyday beliefs of the common people have outlived the 
formalized gods of priestly invention. 

This is not surprising. The more sophisticated gods, who were 
the creatures of the professional priesthood, were forgotten as 
soon as the priests who had created and served them had passed 
away. And it was precisely upon the priesthood that the full weight 
of the Spanish Conquest fell most crushingly. The Christian god 
was a jealous god, and his ministers quickly saw to it that the native 
priests either gave up their old beliefs or were exterminated. With 
them went the old esoteric religion, learning, and philosophy, while 
the simpler faith of the common people, which was more generally 
shared, has in part survived to the present day. 

These survivals, as we now find them, are a motley mixture 
of Catholic saints and pagan deities. In Yucatan, the archangel 
Gabriel and other Christian saints become the Pauahtuns of ancient 
Maya mythology, the guardians of the four cardinal points} the 
archangel Michael leads the Chacs, the former rain gods. In 
British Honduras it is St. Vincent who is the patron of rain and 
St. Joseph the guiding spirit of the cornfields. 
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COSMOGONY AND CHARACTER 

The aeator of the world, according to ancient Maya belief, 
188 flras a god named Hunab, or Hunab Ku, who was the father of 
Itzamna, the Maya Zeus: “They worshipped a single god who 
was named Hunab and Zamana, which [Hunab] is to say one only 
God.” Hunab Ku means precisely that in Maya: hun, “one,” ab, 
“the state of being” and ku, “god.” This creator god was so remote 
from everyday affairs that he seems to have figured little in the 
life of the people. According to the Popol Vuh, the sacred book 
of the Quiche Maya of highland Guatemala, the aeator fashioned 
mankind out of corn. 

The Maya also believed that there had been several worlds 
before the present one, and that each had been destroyed by a 
deluge. Landa records this tradition but fails to state the number 
of worlds thus destroyed: 

Among the multitude of gods which this people adored, they wor¬ 
shipped four, each of whom was called Bacab. They said they were four 
brothers whom God [Hunab Ku], when he created the world, placed at 
the four points of it, to hold up the sky, so that it should not fall. They 
also said of these Bacabs, that they escaped when the World was destroyed 
by the deluge. They gave to each one of them other names and [thus] 
designated by them the part of the world where God placed him [each one] 
to bear up the heavens. 

In confirmation of this tradition, the end of the world by a 
deluge is graphically depicted on the last page of the Codex Dres- 
densis (Fig. 9). Aaoss the sky stretches a serpent-like aeature 
with symbols of constellations on its side and signs for solar and 
lunar eclipses hanging from its belly. From its open jaws, as well 
as from the two eclipse signs, a flood of water pours earthward. 
Below the heavenly serpent, the Old Woman Goddess with long 
talon-like fingernails and toenails, the patroness of death and de¬ 
struction, holds an inverted bowl from which also gushes a de¬ 
stroying flood. At the bottom stands £k Chuah, the bla(^ God of 
War, the Moan bird of evil omen on his head. In his right hand 
he holds two javelins and in his left a long staff, all pointing 
downward. 




Fig. 9. —Destruction of the world by water. 
Page 74, Codex Dresdensis. 


The modern Maya of northern Yucatan believe there have 
been three worlds previous to this one. The first world was in¬ 
habited by dwarfs—the saiyam uinicob or “adjuster men,” who 
are thought to have built the great ruined cities. This work was 
done in darkness, for the sun had not yet been created. As soon 
as the sun rose for the first time, the dwarfs were turned to stone, 
and their images are still to be seen in the ruined cities today j per- 



haps the so-called Atlantean figures found at Chichen Itza (Plate 
73 ^) are representations of them. This first world was ended by 
a universal deluge, the haiyococab, or “water over the earth.” The 
second world was inhabited by people called the dzolob or “of¬ 
fenders,” and was ended by the second flood. The third world was 
populated by the Maya themselves, the common people or maze- 
hmlob] this world was ended by the third flood, called the hmryecil 
or bulkabdy which means “the immersing.” This last deluge was 
followed by the present or fourth world, peopled by a mixture of 
all the previous inhabitants of the peninsula, and this too will 
eventually be destroyed by a fourth flood. 

The Maya religion had a strong dualistic tendency, the eternal 
struggle between the powers of good and evil over the destiny of 
man. The benevolent gods, bringing thunder, lightning, and rain, 
fructify the corn and ensure plenty. The malevolent ones, whose 
attributes are death and destruction, cause drought, hurricanes, 
and war, which ruin the corn and bring famine and misery. This 
contest is depicted in the codices, where Chac, the rain god, is shown 
caring for a young tree, while behind him follows Ah Puch, the 
death god, who breaks the tree in two (Fig. lo). This balance of 
good against evil in the struggle for the soul of man is a contrast 
found in many religions, some far older than Christianity. 

Fig. 10 . —The rain god nour¬ 
ishes a tree; the death god up¬ 
roots it. Page 6o, Codex Tro- 
Cortesianus. 


The Maya conceived the world as having thirteen heavens, 
arranged in layers, the lowest being the earth itself. Over each 
presided one of the Thirteen Gods of the Upper World or Oxla- 
huntiku —^meaning in Maya, oxlahun, “thirteen,” ti, “of,” and 
kUf “god.” There were nine underworlds, also arranged in layers, 
over each of which presided its own god, one of the Bolontiku or 
Nine Gods of the Lower World—^meaning in Maya, bolony “nine,” 



tiy “of,” and ku, “god.” The ninth and lowest underworld was 
Mitnal, ruled by Ah Puch, the Lord of Death. 

To the ancient Maya the principal object of religion was to 
procure life, health, and sustenance. A number of early authorities 
express this idea: “They worship idols... in order to petition [the 
gods] for health and good seasons”} or again in the following 
prayer: “All powerful god, these sacrifices we make to thee and 
we offer thee these hearts so that thou mayest give us life and 
temporal goods.” Sacrifices were made “in order to buy food from 
the gods so that they [the people] might have much to eat.” 

The gods were invoked and placated by a number of different 
offices. Almost all important ceremonies began with fasts and ab¬ 
stinences. They were scrupulously observed, and to break one’s 
fast was considered a great sin. These preparatory purifications, 
which also included sexual continence, were mandatory upon the 
priests and those who assisted directly in the ceremonies, but were 
voluntary for others. In addition to fasting and continence, their 
abstinences included giving up flesh foods and the use of salt and 
chili pepper. 

Sacrifices were an important part of Maya worship} they ranged 
from simple offerings of food to all kinds of ornaments and valu¬ 
ables, and, in Postclassic times, to the practice of human sacrifice. 
The offerings varied according to the urgency of the occasion. If 
the sacrifice was to cure a sickness or to avert some minor trouble, 
offerings of food or ornaments might be made. In times of great 
common need human victims were sacrificed, especially in order 
to bring rains. 

Bloodletting and scarification played a leading part in religious 
observance. Although Landa says that only the men indulged in 
these practices, the Codex Tro-Cortesianus shows both a man and 
a woman in the act of drawing blood from their ears (Fig. ii). 
The blood thus obtained, as well as that of human and animal 
sacrificial victims, was liberally sprinkled over the idols. 

They make sacrifices of their own blood, sometimes cutting the edges 
[of their ears] in pieces, and thus they left them as a sign [of their devo¬ 
tion]. Other times they pierced their cheeks, other times the lower lips; 



again they scarify parts of the body; or again they perforate their tongues 
in a slanting direction from side to side, passing pieces of straw through 
^9^ the holes, with horrible suffering; and yet again they slit the superfluous 
part [the foreskin] of the virile member, leaving it like their ears, which 
deceived the general historian of the Indies [Oviedo] into saying that they 
practiced circumcision. . . . The women do not practice these blood-let¬ 
tings although they were very devout; furthermore, of all things that they 
have, whether it be birds of the sky, animals of the earth, or fish of the sea, 
they always anointed the face of the demon [their idols] with the blood 
of these. 


Fig. II. — Bloodletting rite. 
Page 95, Codex Tro-Cortesianu 




The burning of incense formed an indispensable part of every 
religious ceremony. It was made principally of copal (pow), a 
resin extracted from the copal tree {Protium co-pal) and less fre¬ 
quently of rubber, chicle, and another resin called puk ak in Maya j 
such trees were grown on special plantations. The incense was 
highly prized and formed an important article of trade. It was 
made into small cakes, decorated with crosshatching and painted 
a bright turquoise blue. Scores of such cakes were recovered in the 
dredging of the Well of Sacrifice at Chichen Itza, The priest’s 
assistants prepared balls of fresh incense, laying them out on small 
boards made for the purpose, as the Lacandon Maya of Chiapas 
still do today. The incense was then burned in specially shaped 
pottery vessels, which had the head or figure of some deity modeled 
on the outside. 

Pom burns with a heavy, blacjc smoke and a fragrant odor. If 
the hearts of large animals were not available for offerings, Landa 
says, imitation hearts were sometimes molded out of pom incense: 
“And if they were not able to have large animals like tigers 



[jaguars], lions [pumas], or crocodiles, they fashioned hearts out mJLm 
of their incense.” Landa’s statement has been corroborated by the 
discovery of a human-shaped heart, made of some vegetable sub- ^^3 
stance, in the center of one of the incense cakes recovered from the 
Well of Sacrifice. Faint memories of the ancient faith and its holy 
places linger among modern Maya in remote regions. The La- 
candon still burn pom incense in typical Maya incense burners 
in the principal temple at the ruins of Yaxchilan (Plate 30^). The 
Maya of eastern Yucatan still offer incense in the sanctuary of the 
principal temple at the ruins of Tulum on the east coast of the 
peninsula. 

Another religious observance was dancing. There were many 
kinds, varying with the different ceremonies, but social dancing 
was entirely unknown. Each sex had its own dances, and only rarely 
did men and women dance together. In one of their war dances 
some eight hundred dancers took part: 

There is another dance [holcan okot\ in which eight hundred Indians, more 
or less, dance with small banners, taking long war-steps to the beat [of a 
drum], among them there is not one who is out of step. 

In another dance, great skill was shown in catching reeds with a 
little stidc: 

One is a game of reeds, and thus they call it colomche, which means that. 

In order to play it, they form a large circle of dancers, whom the music 
accompanies, and two of them enter the circle in time to the music, one 
with a handful of reeds with which he dances holding himself upright; 
the other dancer crouches, both of them always inside the circle. And he 
with the reeds throws them with all his strength at the other, who with 
great skill, catches them, by means of a small stick. Having finished throw¬ 
ing, they return in time to their places in the circle, and others go out to do 
the same thing. 

Dancing was very popular; another sixteenth-century writer says: 

There were many other dances of which there would be more than one 
thousand kinds, and they considered this as an extremely important thing 
and so great a number of people assemble to see it that more than fifteen 
thousand Indians would gather, and they came from more than thirty 



leagues [75 miles] to see it, because, as I say, they considered it an extremely 
important affair. 

The Maya believed in the immortality of the soul and an 
afterlife. According to Landa, the future was divided into a place 
of rest and a place of suffering, although there is some suspicion 
of Catholic influence in his statement. 

Suicides by hanging, warriors killed in battle, people who were 
sacrificed, women who died in childbirth, and the priests when they 
died went directly to the Maya Paradise: 

They also said and held it as absolutely certain that those who hanged 
themselves went to this heaven of theirs; and thus there were many, who 
on slight occasions of sorrows, troubles or sicknesses, hanged themselves in 
order to escape these things and to go and rest in their heaven, where they 
said that the Goddess of the Gallows, whom they call Ixtab, came to fetch 
them. 

The Maya Paradise is described as a place of delights, where 
there was no pain or suffering, but an abundance of food and drink. 
There grew the yaxche or sacred tree of the Maya (the ceiba), in 
the shade of which they could rest forever from labor. Those 
whose lives had been evil descended into a lower region called 
Mitnal — the Maya Hell. There devils tormented them with 
hunger, cold, weariness, and grief. Hunhau, the Lord of Death, 
was regarded as the prince of the devils, and presided over this 
bottommost Hell. The Maya believed that neither Paradise nor 
Hell would ever end, since the soul itself could not die but must 
go on forever. 

THE PANTHEON 

ITZAMNA, LORD OF THE HEAVENS (gOD D^) 

Discounting Hunab Ku, the creator, who does not appear to 
have played an important part in the life of the common people, 

* The German scholar, Paul Schellhas, has classified the deities represented 
in the three Maya codices, giving each a letter designation. In his classification, 
Itzamna is God D. 



the great Itzamna, son of Hunab Ku, stood at the head of the Maya 
pantheon. In the codices, Itzamna is represented as an old man 
with toothless jaws and sunken cheeks (Plate 29a). He has two 
name glyphs—one which may be a conventionalized representa¬ 
tion of his head, and another which contains as its main element 
the day sign Ahau. This day sign meant “king, emperor, monarch, 
prince, or great lord,” so the second of Itzamna’s name glyphs 
declares his position as head of the pantheon. He was patron of 
the day Ahau, the last and most important of the twenty Maya days. 

Few recognizable Classic-stage representations of Maya deities 
have survived. Most of the figures presented in the sculptures, 
frescoes, and vase paintings of the period are probably those of 
rulers, priests, and warriors. The pictures of Maya gods shown 
here are taken from the three known Maya hieroglyphic manu¬ 
scripts, which date from the Postclassic. However, it seems prob¬ 
able, in view of the cultural continuity of the Classic and Post¬ 
classic stages, that the Maya pantheon remained largely the same 
for both periods, except for two important exceptions: (i) the 
introduction of a new deity named Kukulcan from Mexico in the 
tenth century; and (2) the increasing importance of the rain god, 
Chac, in Yucatan as compared with Peten; this latter region has a 
much higher rainfall than Yucatan, and it was not necessary to call 
upon the rain god as frequently. 

Itzamna was Lord of the Heavens, and also Lord of Day and 
of Night. In these latter capacities he is intimately associated with 
Kinich Ahau, the sun god or “Lord of the Eye of the Sun” (God 
G), who was especially worshiped at Izamal in northern Yucatan, 
and with Ixchel, the moon goddess (Goddess I). Kinich Ahau may 
be only a special manifestation of Itzamna in the latter’s capacity 
as Lord of the Day. Itzamna, the inventor of writing and books, 
is said to have been the first priest to name the places in Yucatan 
and to divide the lands there. These activities by their very nature 
indicate that the cult of Itzamna did not originate in Yucatan but 
was brought from somewhere else. Since we know that both the 
priesthood and hieroglyphic writing first developed in the Classic 
stage, it is probable that he was transplanted from the Peten. As 



the first priest and inventor of writing, he is clearly a god who went 
back to the beginnings of Maya history and who probably always 
stood at the head of the pantheon. 

During the important ceremonies in connection with the Maya 
New Year, Itzamna was especially invoked to avert calamities. In 
the month of Uo, at a ceremony in his honor in his manifestation 
as the sun god, the priests consulted the sacred books to learn the 
auguries for the coming year. In the month of Zip he was invoked 
as the god of medicine, together with his wife Ixchel. In the month 
of Mac he was worshiped by the old men in a ceremony with the 
Chacs. Itzamna was a benevolent deity and always the friend of 
man. He is never connected with destruction or disaster and never 
appears in the codices associated with the symbols of death. 

CHAC, THE GOD OF RAIN (gOD b) 

Chac, the God of Rain, is represented in the codices with a long 
nose and two curling fangs which project downward from his 
mouth. His headdress is usually a knotted band (Plate 29^), and 
his name glyph has an eye which, in the Codex Tro-Cortesianus, 
is T-shaped . This element, it has been suggested, repre¬ 
sents tears streaming from the eye, and may symbolize pouring 
rain and hence fertility. This sign is also the glyph for the day Ik, 
of which the rain god was probably the patron deity. 

Chac was a universal deity of first importance. If we judged 
only by the number of his representations in the codices, he would 
have to be regarded as even more important than Itzamna. Pictures 
of Chac occur 218 times in the three codices j Itzamna occurs only 
103 times and is not found at all in the Codex Peresianus. 

Chac was regarded not only as a single god but also as the four 
gods of the cardinal points, each having its associated color: Chac 
Xib Chac, the Red Man—Chac of the East; Sac Xib Chac, the 
White Man—Chac of the North; Ek Xib Chac, the Blade Man— 
Chac of the West; and Kan Xib Chac, the Yellow Man—Chac of 
the South. This concept is analogous to our belief concerning the 
Holy Trinity, or three Gods in one. 

In the months of Chen or Yax a great festival was held in 



honor of the Chacs, which was called the ocm, meaning “enter the wiiM 
house.” The four gods known as the Bacabs, who were closely as- 
sodated with the Chacs, were consulted to determine a propitious 
day for the ceremony, which was devoted to renovation of the 
Temple of the Chacs. During this ceremony, held once a year, 
the idols and incense burners were renewed, and, if necessary, the 
temple itself was rebuilt. A tablet commemorating the event was 
set into the temple wall. 

Just as Itzamna was associated with the sun god, so Chac seems 
to have been associated with the wind godj this wind god may be 
only a special manifestation of the rain god, and may have had no 
separate existence. 

The rain god was a benevolent deity like Itzamna, assodated 
with creation and life. For the ordinary Maya farmer whose para¬ 
mount interest was his cornfield, Chac was the all-important deity, 
and his friendly intervention was sought more frequently than 
that of all the other gods combined. The mask panels with long 
curling noses found throughout the Maya area, but espedally in 
Puuc architecture, are probably representations of the head of this 
god (Plate 6o, a and b). 

THE GOD OF CORN (gOD e) 

The third deity in frequency of representation in the codices is 
the corn god or the god of agriculture, who occurs 98 times in the 
three manuscripts. He is always represented as a youth (frontis¬ 
piece), sometimes with an ear of corn as his headdress (Plate 29c). 
Occasionally this ear is shown sprouting from the glyph for the 
day Kan, which itself is the symbol for corn in the codices. Kan 
was also the day of which this god was the patron. Of all the gods 
represented in the codices this deity shows the greatest amount of 
head deformation. His name glyph is his own head, which merges 
at the top into a highly conventionalized ear of corn, surmounted 
by leaves. 

This god was the patron of husbandry and is shown engaged 
in a variety of agricultural pursuits. He, or a priest impersonating 
him, is occasionally depicted in Classic-stage sculpture scattering 



grains of the cereal on the head of the Earth Mother. Like the 
corn he typified, he had many enemies and his destinies were con¬ 
trolled by the gods of rain, wind, drought, famine, and death. In 
one place he is shown under the protection of the rain god and in 
another in combat with a death god. 

Although his specific name as the God of Corn is unknown, in 
later Postclassic times his identity seems to have merged with that 
of a more general agricultural deity known as Yum Kaax, Lord 
of the Forests, and at least some of his functions were probably 
taken over by the more powerful Chac. Like Itzamna and Chac 
he was a benevolent deity, a god of life, prosperity, and abundance. 

AH PUCH, THE GOD OF DEATH (gOD a) 

The fourth god in frequency of representation is the God of 
Death, who occurs 88 times in the three codices. He has a skull 
for a head, bare ribs, and spiny vertebral projections; if his body 
is clothed with flesh, it is bloated and marked with black circles, 
suggesting decomposition (Plate i^d). The principal accessories 
of the death god are his sleigh-bell ornaments. These sometimes 
appear fastened in his hair or to bands around His forearms and 
legs, but more often they are attached to a stiff rufflike collar (Plate 
These bells, of all sizes and made of copper and sometimes 
of gold, were found in quantity during the dredging of the Well 
of Sacrifice at Chichen Itza, where they had presumably been 
thrown with the sacrificial victims (Plate lOi^ and Fig. 55, d, e, 
and /). 

Like Itzamna, whose antithesis he is. Ah Puch has two name 
glyphs and is the only other deity thus distinguished. The first 
glyph represents the head of a corpse with its eyes closed in death; 
the second is the head of the god himself, with truncated nose, flesh¬ 
less jaws, and a flint sacrificial knife as a prefix. A frequent sign 
associated with the God of Death is not unlike our own percentage 
sign . The God of Death was patron deity of the day Cimi, 
which means “death” in Maya. 

In the case of Ah Puch, we are also dealing with a deity of first 
importance, as attested by the frequency of his representations in 




Plate 29.—Principal Deities of the Maya Pantheon as 
Represented m the Codices 


(tf) Itzamna, head of the Maya Pantheon (God D); (^) Chac, the rain god 
(God B); (c) Yum Kax, the corn god (God E); (d) Ah Puch, the death god 
(God A); (fi) the wind god, perhaps Kukulcan (God K) j (/) the war god 
(God M); (^) the god of sudden death and of human sacrifice (God F)j (A) 
Xaman Ek, the North Star god (God C); (s) Ixchel, wife of Itzamna and the 
goddess of childbirth and weaving (Goddess 1); (/) Ixtab, the goddess of suicide. 


the codices. As the chief demon, Hunhau, he presided over the 
lowest of the nine Maya underworlds. Even today the modern 
Maya believe that, as Yum Cimil, the Lord of Death, he prowls 
around the houses of the sick, looking for prospective prey. 

All Puch was a malevolent deity. He was frequently associated 
with the God of War and Human Sacrifice, and his constant com¬ 
panions were the dog, the Moan bird, and the owl, all of which were 
considered to be creatures of evil omen and death. 

XAMAN EK, GOD OF THE NORTH STAR (gOD c) 

The fifth most common deity in the codices is Xaman Ek, the 
North Star god, who occurs 6i times in the three manuscripts. He 
is always portrayed (Plate 29A) with a snub-nosed face and pe¬ 
culiar black markings on his head. He has only one name glyph, 
his own head, which has been likened to the head of a monkey. 
This head, with a different prefix than that of his own name glyph, 
is also the hieroglyph for the cardinal point North, thus tending 
to confirm his identification as God of the North Star. The nature 
of the occurrences of his name glyph in the manuscripts also indi¬ 
cates that he must have been the personification of some important 
heavenly body. 

In one place Xaman Ek is spoken of as “the guide of mer¬ 
chants.” He may well have been, since the North Star is the only 
star in the latitudes of Peten and Yucatan that does not change its 
position radically through the year. Merchants are also said to 
have offered pom incense to him at altars along roadsides. He was 
a benevolent deity and is found in association with the rain god; 
he was probably patron of the day Chuen. 

EK CHUAH, THE BLACK WAR CAPTAIN (gOD m) 

Ek Chuah is the sixth most commonly represented deity in the 
codices, occurring 40 times. He has a large, drooping underlip 
and is usually shown painted black, the color of war (Plate 29/). 
His name glyph is an eye rimmed with black. This god seems to 
have had a twofold and somewhat contradictory character; as God 
of War he was malevolent, but as God of Traveling Merchants he 




was friendly. In the former capacity he appears with a lance in 
hand, occasionally engaged in combat and even vanquished by an¬ 
other war god. We have also seen him with Ixchel, armed with 
javelins and lance, taking part in the destruction of the world by 
water (Fig. 9). As a friendly god, he appears with a bundle of 
merchandise on his back like an itinerant merchant, and in one place 
he is shown with the head of Xaman Ek, the North Star and “guide 
of merchants.” Ek Chuah was also the patron of cacao, and those 
who owned cacao plantations held a ceremony in his honor in the 
month of Muan. In one aspect he seems to have been hostile to 
man, in another, friendly — a two-faced deity like the Roman 
Janus. 

THE GOD OF WAR, OF HUMAN SACRIFICE, AND VIOLENT 
DEATH (god f) 

This deity occurs 33 times in the codices, and always in con¬ 
nection with death. His constant characteristic is a black line partly 
encircling his eye and extending down his cheek (Plate i^g). His 
own head, with the number 11 in front of it, is his name glyph. 
He may be the patron of the Maya day Manik, the sign for which 
is the grasping hand. He is sometimes shown in company with Ah 
Puch, the God of Death, at scenes of human saaifice. He was also a 
war god in his own right and is shown burning houses with a torch 
in one hand while he demolishes them with a spear in the other. 
The concept of a war god, a god of death by violence and by human 
sacrifice, all seem to be combined in this deity. 

THE GOD OF THE WIND, POSSIBLY KUKULCAN (gOD k) 

The suggested association of the famous Map-Mexican cul¬ 
ture hero Kukulcan with the Maya God of the Wind is not surely 
established. The wind god is rarely portrayed in the codices. There 
are less than a dozen representations of him altogether and not 
one in the Codex Tro-Cortesianus, a late Postclassic manuscript. 
In view of the predominant position held by Kukulcan in early 
Postclassic times, it seems strange that, if the wind god were Kukul¬ 
can, more representations of him should not have been found. 

The association of the wind god with Chac, the rmn god, is very 
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■I*, close. We see Chac offering the head of the wind god, in con- 
nection with a katun-ending ceremony in the Codex Peresianus 
(Fig. 16). The identification of the wind god as Kukulcan rests 
largely upon an identical association in Aztec mythology of Quet- 
zalcoatl with Ehecatl, the wind god, who sweeps the path of the 
rain god. Since the Maya wind and rain gods are also closely asso¬ 
ciated, and since both the Maya wind god and Quetzalcoatl-Ehe- 
catl, the Aztec wind god, both have large, foliated noses, there may 
be some connection between the Maya wind god and Kukulcan. 
This connection is only suggested, and Chac himself, the principal 
Maya rain god, has also been identified as Kukulcan by several 
authorities. Some believe the connection between the wind god 
and the rain god is so close as to indicate that the former is only a 
special manifestation of the latter and should not be regarded as 
a separate god. His name glyph (Plate 29^) is frequently found 
in connection with that of Chac. He was patron of the day Muluc, 
and was a benevolent deity. 

IXCHEL, GODDESS OF FLOODS, PREGNANCY, WEAVING, AND 
PERHAPS OF THE MOON (gODDESS i) 

Ixchel was an important personage in the Maya pantheon, but 
apparently more often unfriendly than not. We have already seen 
her as an angry old woman destroying the world by flood (Fig. 9) j 
again, in Plate 29/', she is a personification of water as a destroyer, 
and of floods and cloudbursts. She is usually portrayed surrounded 
by symbols of death and destruction, a writhing serpent on her 
head, and crossbones embroidered on her skirt. 

But Ixchel seems to have had a friendlier side. She was the 
consort of Itzamna, Lord of the Heavens, and since her husband 
occasionally appears as the sun god, she would seem to have been 
the moon goddess. She was also the patroness of pregnancy and 
the inventor of weaving, 

IXTAB, goddess OF SUICIDE 

The ancient Maya believed that suicides went directly to Para¬ 
dise. There was a special goddess who was the patroness of those 



who had taken their lives by hanging—Ixtab, Goddess of Suicide. 
She is shown in the Codex Dresdensis (Plate 29/) hanging from 
the sky by a halter which is looped around her neck; her eyes are 
closed in death, and a black circle, representing decomposition, 
appears on her cheek. 

PATRON GOD SERIES 

THE THIRTEEN GODS OF THE UPPER WORLD AND THE 
NINE GODS OF THE LOWER WORLD 

The ancient Maya conceived of some of their deities not only 
as single entities but as composite or multiple in character. Chac, 
as we have seen, was considered as a single god and at the same time 
as four gods. Similarly the Oxlahuntiku, or Thirteen Gods of 
the Upper World, although regarded collectively as a single deity, 
were considered to be thirteen separate gods; the Bolontiku, or 
Nine Gods of the Lower World, were also regarded in this dual 
capacity. 

In certain myths preserved in the Book of Chilam Balam of 
Chumayel, this unity and composite character of the Oxlahuntiku 
and Bolontiku are clearly set forth, while in the inscriptions of the 
Classic stage the dual conception of the Bolontiku is repeatedly 
emphasized. Each of the nine Bolontiku was, in turn, the patron 
of a day of the Maya calendar, and it was believed that these nine 
gods followed each other in endless succession throughout time. 
Thus, if God X were patron of the ist day, he would again be patron 
of the lOth day, the 19th day, etc.; and if God y were patron of 
the 2d day, he would again be patron of the iith, the 20th, etc. 
We do not know what the nine Bolontiku looked like, since no 
representations of them have yet been identified in the codices, but 
their name glyphs have been identified (Fig. 12). 

Against an inner wall of Temple 40 at Yaxchilan there seems 
to have been a row of nine seated anthropomorphic figures, each 
about two feet high, which may have represented these nine gods, 
but unfortunately all of them have been destroyed except for 
their ankles and feet. Along the eastern base of the tower of the 
Palace at Palenque were found the badly destroyed remains of 





nine similar figures, but all details by which either series might 
have been identified have disappeared. 

We do not even know the name glyphs for the thirteen Oxla- 
huntiku, although together with the Bolontiku they must have 
constituted one of the most important groups of the Maya pan¬ 
theon. It has been suggested that the thirteen head-variant nu¬ 
merals of the Maya arithmetical system are in reality the heads 
of these gods. 

THE THIRTEEN GODS OF THE KATUNS 

There were thirteen different katuns or 20-year periods, each 
having its special patron. Although the names and name glyphs 
of this group of gods are unknown, they seem to be shown in the 








fragmentary Codex Peresianus, one side of which presents a suc¬ 
cession of katuns with their corresponding patron deities. Some of 
these may be recognized, such as the rain god and the wind god in 
the representation of Katun 7 Ahau (Fig. 16). 


GODS or THE NINETEEN DIVISIONS (mONTHs) OF THE YEAR 

Another series of deities whose names we do not know are the 
patrons of the nineteen months of the Maya year. Here again, 
however, we do know most of their corresponding name glyphs 
(Fig. 13). Some of these are the signs of heavenly bodies, others 
the heads of animals or birds, and still others forms of unknown 
meaning. 

GODS OF THE TWENTY DAYS 

Another series of patron deities was that of the twenty gods 
who presided over the Maya days. Itzamna was the patron of the 
days ailed Ahau; Chac, of the Ik days; the corn god, of the Kan 
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Fig. 13. — Name glyphs of the patron gods of the nineteen Maya months. 





daysj Ah Puch, of the Cimi days; Xaman Ek, of the Chuen days; 
the God of War and Human Sacrifice, of the Manik days; the 
wind god, of the Muluc days. The remaining thirteen days doubt¬ 
less had their own patron deities, which have not been identified 
as yet. 


GOUS OF THE FOURTEEN NUMERALS 0 AND I-13 

Another important series of gods were the patrons of the four¬ 
teen head-variant numerals. The numerals are the heads of these 
fourteen deities, each of whom was associated with one of the 
numbers. Ah Puch, the God of Death, was patron of the num¬ 
ber 10, which is depicted as the fleshless skull of the god himself 
(Plate 30«). The sun god was the patron of the number 4, and 
Chac, the rain god, patron of the number 13. The heads of the 
numbers 1-13 inclusive, as already suggested, may be those of the 
thirteen Oxlahuntiku.* 

RITES AND CEREMONIES 

GENERAL NATURE 

There were many ceremonies for individual and group needs, 
but a similarity of pattern runs through all of them: (i) prelim¬ 
inary fasting and abstinences, symbolic of spiritual purification; 
(2) selection by priestly divination of an auspicious day for the rite; 
and at the ceremony itself; (3) an expulsion of the evil spirit from 
the worshipers; (4) incensing of the idols; (5) prayers; (6) the 
sacrifice, if possible, of some living thing, animal or human. In 
all such sacrifices the victim’s blood was smeared on the idol of 
the god in whose honor the ceremony was being held. The priests 
themselves were also smeared with blood, their hair being clotted, 
gory mops. Most of the ceremonies closed with feasting and gen- 

‘ These number gods are also depicted as the numerical coefficients in the 
exceedingly rare full-figure glyphs, found only in seven inscriptions in the Maya 
hieroglyphic writing: (1) Lintel 48, Yaxchilan; (z) Stela D, Copan; (3) Temple 
26, Copan; (4, 5) Stela D, east and west sides, Quirigua (Plate 72^); (6) 
Zobmorph B, Quirigua; and (7) Altar of Zoomorph 0 , Quirigua (Plate 27^). 



i) Head-variant numerals. 


Plate 30.—Head-Variant Numerals and 
Lacandon at the Ruins of Yaxchilan 


/f) The man holds a prayer board on which are small nodules of pom to be burned 
as a religious offering. 
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mmm eral drunkenness, the latter, according to the early Catholic fathers, 
being the inevitable conclusion of every Maya ceremony. 

HUMAN SACRIFICE 

Human sacrifice was performed in several ways; the most 
common and perhaps the most ancient was by removing the heart. 
The intended victim, after being stripped, painted blue (the sacri¬ 
ficial color), and having a special peaked headdress set on his head, 
was led to the place of sacrifice. This was usually either the temple 
courtyard or the summit of the pyramid supporting the temple. 
The evil spirits were first expelled and the altar, usually a convex 
stone that curved the victim’s breast upward, was smeared with 
the sacred blue paint. The four chocs, also painted blue, next 
grasped the victim by his arms and legs and stretched him on his 
back over the altar. The nacom advanced with the sacrificial flint 
knife and plunged it into the victim’s ribs just below the left breast. 
Thrusting his hand into the opening, he pulled out the still beat¬ 
ing heart and handed it to the chilan or officiating priest, who 
smeared blood on the idol to whom the sacrifice was being made. 
If the victim had been sacrificed on the summit of a pyramid, the 
chacs threw the corpse to the court below, where priests of lower 
rank skinned the body, except for the hands and feet. The chilan, 
having removed his sacrificial vestments, arrayed himself in the 
skin of the victim and solemnly danced with the spectators. If 
the sacrificial victim had been a valiant and brave soldier, his body 
was sometimes divided and eaten by the nobles and other spec¬ 
tators. The hands and feet were reserved for the chilan, and, if 
the victim was a prisoner of war, his captor wore certain of his 
bones as a mark of prowess. Women and children were as fre¬ 
quently sacrificed as men. 

Archaeological corroboration of this ceremony is found several 
times in the wall paintings at Chichenitza (Plate 28, ^ and/). One 
such scene (Plate 28/) portrays a human sacrifice to Kukulcan, 
the Feathered Serpent, patron deity of this city. A lower coil of 
the serpent-god’s body forms the sacrificial altar, while the upper 
coils and the head rise in front of the doorway of his temple. Only 



two chacs are shown, perhaps because of difficulties in handling 
the perspective involved in drawing one figure directly behind 
another. The chilan stands between the altar and the god, his 
upraised hand holding the sacrificial knife. Several of these knives 
have been recovered from the Well of Sacrifice. One has a blade 
of finely chipped flint and a handle of wood, carved in the like¬ 
ness of two intertwined serpents, their bodies overlaid with gold 
(Fig. 14). 



Fig. 14. —Sacrificial knife from the Well of Sacrifice, Chichen Itza, Yucatan, 
Mexico. 


In Other representations of human sacrifice (Plate 28, a-d) 
the victim’s breast is shown as already opened. Rising out of it 
is a portrayal of the dead man’s soul, conceived in one case as a 
tree ascending toward the heavens, with a bird perched on its 
branches (Plate 28c). 

Another form of human sacrifice was by bow and arrow: 

If he [the victim] was to be sacrificed by arrows they stripped him 
naked and anointed his body with a blue color, and put a pointed cap on 
his head. When they had reached the victim, all of them, armed with bows 
and arrows, made a solemn dance with him around the stake, and while 
dancing they put him up on it and bound him to it, all of them keeping 
on dancing and looking at him. The foul priest in vestments went up and 
wounded the victim with an arrow in the parts of shame, whether it were 
a man or woman, and drew blood and came down and anointed the face 
of the idol with it. And making a certain sign to the dancers, as they passed 
rapidly before him [the pri^ner] still dancing, they began one after an¬ 
other to shoot at his heart, which had been marked beforehand with a white 
sign. And in this manner they made his whole chest one point like a hedge¬ 
hog of arrows. 

This type of sacrifice is depicted in an incised drawing from the 
walls of Temple II at Tikal (Fig. 15), probably scratched there 


long after the city had been abandoned. The same ceremony is also 
showa in the Mexican codices, and was probably an importation 
^ ° from central Mexico in late Postclassic times. 

An unusual ceremony of human sacrifice was practiced in the 
Well of Sacrifice at Chichen Itza. In times of famine, epidemic, 
or prolonged drought, victims were hurled into this great pocket 



Fig. 15. —GraiRtti from Temple II at Tikal, Peten, Guatemala, showing arrow- 
shooting ceremony. 

in the limestone. The Well of Saaifice (Plate 42^) is roughly 
oval; it varies in width from 150 to 190 feet and is 65 feet deep 
from the ground level to the surface of the water. The depth of 
the water is another 65 or 70 feet, and the sides of the well are 
either vertical or undercut. Pilgrimages were made from great 
distances to attend these sacrifices and valuables were hurled into 
the well with the living victims in order to appease the angry rain 
gods. The cenote is connected with the Castillo, the principal 
temple dedicated to Kukulcan, by a stone causeway 1,000 feet long 
and 20 feet wide, varying in height from 3 to 15 feet above the 
ground level. Says Landa: 

Into this well they have had, and then [middle-sixteenth century] had, 
the custom of throwing men alive, as a sacrifice to the gods in times of 
drought, and they believed they did not die though they never saw them 
again. They also threw into it many other things, like precious stones 
and things that they prized. And so if this country had had gold, it would 
be this well that would have the greater part of it, so great was the devo¬ 
tion which the Indians showed for it 



This prediction has been confirmed by modern archaeology, 

In 1905-8 the Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology 
of Harvard University carried on dredging operations in the Well ^ ^ * 
of Sacrifice, bringing to the surface a treasure of sacrificial offerings. 
These articles include gold and copper repousse plates, masks, cups, 
saucers, and gold jewelry. Many copper sacrificial bells of differ¬ 
ent sizes were found, and small ceremonial axes. There were num¬ 
bers of polished jade beads as well as carved jade ornaments, sacri¬ 
ficial knives, and several throwing sticks. Fragments of cotton tex¬ 
tiles were found, and ornaments of carved bone and shell. There 
were also about fifty human crania, and human long bones. Some 
of the latter were carved, perhaps for use as trophies of war. Most 
numerous of all were the cakes of pom incense, usually found in 
the bottoms of crude pottery vessels and painted a bright turquoise 
blue. 

Study of the gold and copper objects found in the Well of 
Sacrifice indicates that they were brought to Chichen Itza from 
points as far distant as Colombia and Panama to the south and 
from as far north as the state of Oaxaca and the Valley of Mexico. 

In addition to its use as a place where offerings and human 
sacrifice were made, there was also a prognosticative element in 
these ceremonies. The victims, especially children, their hands 
and feet unbound, were thrown into the well by their masters 
at daybreak. If any survived the plunge, a rope was lowered at 
midday to haul them out and they were asked by the lords what 
manner of year the gods had in store for them. If a child did not 
survive the ordeal, “all that lord’s people [that is, the master of 
the child and his retainers] as well as the lord himself threw large 
stones into the water and with great hue and cry took flight from 
there.” 

THE THIRTEEN KATUN ENDINGS 

An old and important ceremony, going back to the beginnings 
of the Classic stage, was the erection of the katun stone or monu¬ 
ment at the end of each katun or 7,200-day period. Each of the 
thirteen differently named katuns had its own patron deity and its 
special rites. Although this ceremony started as a katun-ending 



rite at Uaxactun in 8.16.O.O.O (357), as the Classic stage devel¬ 
oped it soon came to be celebrated twice each katun, at the halfway 
point and at the end. The celebration at the intermediate lahuntun, 
or 3,600-day-period ending, was ceremonially of lesser signifi¬ 
cance, but the one at the katun ending was of great importance. In 
a few cities of the Classic stage, notably Quirigua and Piedras 
Negras, the quarter-katun endings as well, i.e., the hotun or 1,800- 
day-period endings, were also commemorated. In late Postclassic 
times, however, when we have a number of contemporary refer¬ 
ences to this ceremony, it was again celebrated only on the katun 
endings. 

One of the most constant features of the ceremony, and one 
which persisted for nearly twelve centuries (357-1519), was the 
erection of a monument inscribed with hieroglyphics which gave 
the date in Maya chronology and additional astronomical, chrono¬ 
logical, and ritualistic data. Usually there is also a figure panel 
showing a ruler or priest, often with accompanying assistants and 
prisoners. 

In late Postclassic times the ceremony was celebrated, accord¬ 
ing to Bishop Landa, in this fashion: Take, for example, the 
Katun 7 Ahau, which ran from 1323 to 1342, and which is pos¬ 
sibly represented on page 6 of the Codex Peresianus (Fig. 16). 
During the first half of this 20-year period (1323-32), the idol 
of Katun 7 Ahau ruled alone in the temple, although he had already 
been a guest there for the ten years previous to his actual rule. 
During the second half (1332-42) of Katun 7 Ahau, the idol of 
the following katun, 5 Ahau, who was to rule from 1342 to 1362, 
was placed in the same temple as a guest and was shown respect 
as the successor of the idol of Katun 7 Ahau. In 1342, when the 
rule of 7 Ahau was finished, his idol was removed and the idol of 
5 Ahau was left to rule alone for ten years (from 1342 until 1352). 
Then the idol of Katun 3 Ahau, who was to succeed 5 Ahau in 
1362, was placed in the temple as guest for ten years (1352-62), 
until 3 Ahau should rule alone, beginning in 1362. Thus the idol 
of each katun was worshiped for thirty years—the first decade 
as the guest of his predecessor, the second decade when he ruled 



Fig. 1 6 . — Ceremony celebrating 
the end of the 20-year period, 
called Katun 7 Ahau, perhaps 
A.D. 1323-42. Page 6, Codex 
Peresianus. 



alone, and the third decade when he shared the rule with his suc¬ 
cessor. 


NEW YEAR CEREMONIES 

Another important group of ceremonies centered around the 
Maya New Year. At the time of the Spanish Conquest the Maya 
year-bearers, the days upon which a New Year could begin, were 
Kan, Muluc, Ix, and Cauac. Each was associated with one of the 
ardinal points: Kan years with the East, Muluc years with the 
North, Ix years with the West, and Cauac years with the South. 
The New Year ceremonies began in the closing five days of the 
preceding year—the Uayeb or unludcy days, when everyone stayed 
at home lest misfortune should befall him. The celebrations corre¬ 
sponding to the four kinds of Maya New Years, although differing 
in details, follow the same general pattern. 

Kan years .—The New Year ceremonies for Kan years began 
during the five closing days of the preceding or Cauac year. A 
pottery idol of a god called Kan U Uayeb was set up temporarily 
on a pile of stones at the south entrance to the town, because south 
was the cardinal point of the dying Cauac year. A lord was chosen 
at whose house all the feasts connected with the ceremony were 


to be held, and here an idol, Bolon Dzacab (“Nine Generations”), 
who was to be patron of the new Kan year, was erected. Bolon 
Dzacab was an agricultural god who has been identified with the 
God of the Winds (God K). Next the whole community went to 
the south entrance where the idol of Kan U Uayeb had been set up, 
and there the priest incensed it with a mixture of ground corn and 
pomj cutting off the head of a turkey, he offered the fowl to the 
idol. The idol, amidst rejoicing and dancing, was then carried to 
the house of the lord who was donor of the feast. Here the idol 
of Kan U Uayeb was placed in front of that of Bolon Dzacab and 
many gifts of food and drink were offered to them. Afterward 
these offerings were distributed among those present, the officiat¬ 
ing priest being given a haunch of venison. The devout drew blood 
from their ears and smeared the idols with it, offering heart- 
shaped loaves of corn meal and squash seeds to the idol of Kan 
U Uayeb. 

The two idols were kept at the lord’s house for the five days 
of Uayeb. It was believed that failure to incense them regularly 
during this period would be followed by special sicknesses which 
afflicted mankind during Kan years. As soon as the five Uayeb 
days had passed, the idol of Bolon Dzacab, patron of the Kan year, 
was taken to the temple; that of Kan U Uayeb was set up at the 
east gate. East being the ardinal point associated with Kan years. 
Here the idol of Kan U Uayeb stood until the end of the Kan 
year over which it presided. Kan years were considered good ones 
“because the Bacab Hobnil who ruled with the sign Kan, they 
said, had never sinned as had his brothers [especially the two who 
presided over the Ix and Cauac years], and it was on this account 
that no calamity came to them in it [a Kan year].” 

Later in the year, if misfortunes began to happen, the priests 
ordered another idol to be made and erected to the god Itzamna 
Kauil. This was placed in the temple; three balls of rubber were 
burned before it, and a dog or, if possible, a man was sacrificed 
to it. This sacrifice was effected by hurling the victim from the 
summit of the pyramid onto a pile of stones in the court below. 
The heart was removed and offered to the new idol, together with 



gifts of food. This second ceremony closed with a dance given by 
the old women of the community, dressed in special garments. 
Landa says that this ceremony was the only one celebrated in a 
temple at which women could be present. 

Muluc years .—In Muluc years, which followed Kan years, an 
idol called Chac U Uayeb was taken to the east entrance where the 
idol of Kan U Uayeb had been left the year before. The same 
ceremonies were repeated, but in Muluc years the idol set up in 
the house of the lord chosen to give the feast was called Kinich 
Ahau, the sun god. The same dances were performed, ofFerings 
of food and incense were made and, when the five unlucky days 
were over, the idol of Chac U Uayeb was carried to the north en¬ 
trance and set up on one of the two piles of stone. Muluc years 
were thought to be good years because the Bacab who presided 
over them was believed to be “the best and greatest of the Bacab 
gods.” If the Muluc years turned out badly, however, the priests 
turned to a god called Yax Cocay Mut, “the green firefly pheasant,” 


Fig. 17. —Woman on stilts. 
Page 36, Codex Tro-Cortesi- 
anus. 



of whom an image was made and worshiped. The special evils that 
were prone to happen in Muluc years were a scarcity of water and 
an abundance of sprouts in the corn. The old women had to per¬ 
form a special dance on high stilts (Fig. 17) and to offer dogs made 
of pottery with food placed on their backs. 



Ix years .—In Ix years the idol Sac U Uayeb was erected at 
the north entrance of the town and a statue of Itzamna, the patron 
of the Ix year, was set up in the house of the lord selected to give 
the feast. The same series of rites was performed and at the end 
of the year the idol of Itzamna was carried to the temple and that 
of Sac U Uayeb to one of the piles of stone at the west gate. Ix 
years were considered unfavorable} people were especially prone 
to fainting fits and troubles of the eyes. There were supposed to 
be hot suns, drought, famine, thefts, discords, changes of rulers, 
wars, and plagues of locusts. If any of these calamities occurred, 
the priests ordered an idol made to Kinich Ahau Itzamna and again 
the old women executed a special dance. 

Cauac years .—In Cauac years an idol called Ek U Uayeb was 
made and carried to the west entrance of the town, and another 
of Uac Mitun Ahau was placed in the house of the lord who was 
giving the New Year’s feast that year j the same ceremonies fol¬ 
lowed in other years were repeated. Uac Mitun Ahau may be 
translated “Lord of the Sixth Hell” or Lower World, When the 
ceremonies had been performed the idol of Uac Mitun Ahau was 
carried from the house of the lord to the temple, and the idol of 
Ek U Uayeb was carried to the south entrance of the town, where 
it was installed for the coming year. 

Cauac years were considered to be the most dangerous of all; 
they were years when heavy mortality was to be expected, as well 
as hot suns, flocks of birds, and swarms of ants to devour the young 
seeds. But again the priests came forward with their remedy. This 
time the people had to make idols of four gods—Chic Chac Chob, 
Ek Balam Chac, Ah Canuol Cab, and Ah Buluc Balam—^which 
were installed in the temple with ceremonies such as burning a huge 
fire of fagots and dancing on the embers in bare feet. 

Throughout the year other ceremonies were celebrated to pro¬ 
pitiate various gods to obtain rain or good harvests, to ensure suc¬ 
cess in hunting, trading, war, and other activities. Most of these 
have long since been forgotten, and only a few of the most impor¬ 
tant are discussed here. 



CELEBRATIONS OF THE VARIOUS MONTHS 

The month of Pop ,—On the Maya New Year’s Day, the first 
day of the month of Pop, which fell on July i6 of the Julian 
calendar in the year 1556 (July 26 of the Gregorian calendar), a 
solemn renovation ceremony was held in which all the articles in 
daily use were renewed. Houses were swept clean and old utensils 
were thrown out upon the town refuse pile. The four chacs who 
were to serve the priest for the ensuing year were chosen and the 
priest himself prepared the balls of incense for the New Year 
ceremony. 

The month of Uo .—During this second month, the priests, 
physicians, sorcerers, hunters, and fishermen celebrated festivals 
to their respective patron gods. A priest consulted the sacred books 
to learn the auguries for the coming year and, after feasting and 
drinking, the festivities closed with a dance in honor of the month. 
The special ceremonies of these five vocations were continued into 
the following month of Zip. 

The months of Zotz and Tzec .—^During the fourth month, 
Zotz, the owners of beehives began to prepare for their feast, which 
was held in the following month, Tzec. Their divine intercessors 
were the four Bacabs, and Hobnil, the Bacab who was patron of 
the Kan years, was their special friend. Incense was burned and 
pictures of honey were painted on the incense boards. The object 
of the feast was to increase the yield of honey, and the owners of 
hives contributed an abundance of it, from which a wine was brewed 
with the bark of the hdche tree} heavy drinking of this beverage 
concluded the ceremony. 

The month of Xul .—On the sixteenth day of the sixth month, 
Xul, which began on November 17 (Gregorian), one of the most 
important festivals of the Maya year was celebrated, in honor of 
Kukulan. This ceremony was formerly observed all over Yuca¬ 
tan, but after the fall of Mayapan in 1441 it was held only at the 
Xiu capital of Mani. Other provinces sent gifts, among them the 
magnificent banners of featherwork used in the rite. 

People from surrounding towns and villages assembled at 



Mani on the day of the feast, having prepared for it by prelimi¬ 
nary fastings and abstinences. At evening a great procession of 
lords, priests, common people, and clowns, the latter a special fea¬ 
ture of the celebration, set out from the house of the lord who was 
giving the feast and proceeded to the Temple of Kukulcan. The 
exorcisms and prayers were made, the feather banners were broken 
out from the summit of the temple-pyramid, and the participants 
spread out their personal idols of wood and clay in the court in 
front of the temple. A new fire was kindled, incense was burned, 
and offerings were made of food, cooked without salt or chili 
pepper, and of a beverage composed of ground beans and squash 
seeds. 

The lords and all those who had fasted stayed at the temple for 
the remaining five days and nights of the month, making offerings 
to their idols, praying, and performing sacred dances. During 
these five days the clowns passed among the houses of the well-to- 
do, playing their comedies and collecting gifts, which were divided 
among the lords, priests, and dancers. The banners and idols were 
then gathered up and taken to the house of the donor lord, from 
whence each participant departed for his own home. It was be¬ 
lieved that Kukulcan himself descended from heaven on the last 
day of the feast to receive the offerings of the worshipers. This 
feast was called chk kabariy which may mean “clown-named.” 

The months of Yaxkin and Mol .—During the seventh month, 
Yaxkin, preparations were made for another general ceremony in 
honor of all the gods, which was celebrated in the eighth month. 
Mol, on a day fixed by the priests. It was called, according to 
Landa, olob zab kamyax.^ which is probably a corruption of the 
Maya phrase yolob u dzab kamyax., meaning “they wish to admin¬ 
ister the receiving of the blue color.” After the people had assem¬ 
bled in the temple and the exorcism and incensing had been carried 
out, the principal object of the ceremony, which was to anoint every¬ 
thing with the sacred blue ointment, was begun. All sorts of uten¬ 
sils and even the doorposts of the houses were smeared with blue 
ointment. The boys and girls of the town were assembled, and the 
backs of their hands were struck nine times to make them skillful 



in the pursuits of their fathers and mothers. An old woman called 
the ixmol or “conductress” did this for the girls and a priest did 
it for the boys. The beekeepers also celebrated a second festival in * ^ 9 
the month of Mol in order that the gods should provide flowers 
for the bees. 

Another important ceremony was held in Mol, or in some other 
month if the priests found the omens of Mol were not propitious. 

It was called “making gods,” and was for the purpose of making 
the wooden idols. The sculptors who carved these idols were fear¬ 
ful of their own art, since it was thought very dangerous to make 
representations of the gods. They consented to do it with great 
reluctance, fearing that some member of their families would fall 
ill or die. As soon as the sculptor who was to make the idols had 
been selected, the priest, the four chacs, and the sculptor began to 
fast. The man for whom the idols were to be made built a thatched 
hut in the forest, cut the wood from which the idols were to be 
carved, and installed a covered pottery urn so that the idols could 
be decently kept under cover. 

The wood used was always the same—cedar, the most easily 
carved of all native woods. The Maya word for cedar is kuche, 
which means “god tree,” perhaps because such idols were made 
from it. Incense was taken to the hut to offer to four gods, called 
Acantms, each of whom presided over one of the cardinal points. 
Instruments for scarification were provided, and tools for carving. 

The priest, the chacs, and the sculptor were shut up in the hut 
and went to work, first cutting their ears and smearing the images 
of the Acantuns with blood, incensing, and praying. This was kept 
up until the idols were finished, while the man for whom they 
were being made carried food to the hut. Absolute continence was 
required of all, and no outsider was allowed to approach the place. 

The month of Chen .—By the next month, Chen, the idols 
were finished. The man for whom they had been made paid the 
priest, chacs, and sculptor with gifts of food and beads, and re¬ 
moved the idols to an arbor in his own yard. Here the priest and 
sculptor cleaned themselves and the priest blessed the idols with 
prayers. The evil spirits having been exorcised and incense burned. 



the idols were wrapped in cloth, placed in a basket, and turned, 
over to the owner, who received them with great devotion and 
reverence. The ceremony, as usual, closed with feasting and 
drinking. 

The month of Yax.—A renovation ceremony, already de¬ 
scribed in connection with the rain god, Chac, was celebrated in 
the month of Yax. Clay idols and incense burners were renewed, 
probably with ceremonies similar to those described in connection 
with the making of wooden idols. 

The month of Zac .—During this eleventh month, the hunters 
again celebrated a festival like the one in the month of Zip, to 
make amends to the gods for any blood they might have shed in 
the chase. Any bloodshed, except in sacrifice, was believed to be 
an abomination for which atonement had to be made. 

The months of Ceh and Mac .—There is no special ceremony 
described for the twelfth month, Ceh, but in the next month, Mac, 
the old men celebrated a feast in honor of the four Chacs and 
Itzamna. This was called the Tupp Kak, or “the killing of the 
fire.” A great hunt was organized, in which many animals and 
birds were caught. On the day of the ceremony these were brought 
to the courtyard of the temple, where a great pile of fagots was set 
up. After the usual exorcisms and incensing, the animals and birds 
were sacrificed and their hearts thrown into the fire. When the 
hearts were consumed the chacs extinguished the fire and the cere¬ 
mony proper began. For this feast only the lord who gave it was 
obliged to fast. All assembled in the court of the temple, where 
a stone altar had been built with a stairway on one side. When 
the altar had been ceremonially purified, mud was smeared on the 
bottom step and the sacred blue ointment on the other steps. In¬ 
cense was burned and the Chacs and Itzamna were invoked with 
prayers and offerings} eating and drinking closed this ceremony 
as all others. The Tupp Kak was celebrated in order to obtain a 
year of good rains} the month Mac fell in the latter part of March 
and early April, not long before the beginning of the rainy season, 
and it was thought that the ceremony would assure plenteous rains 
for the corn. 



The months of Kankin and Muan .—No special ceremony is 
reported for the fourteenth month, Kankin, but in the following 
month, Muan, a festival in honor of Chac Ek Chuah (God of Ca- 
cao) and Hobnil (Bacab of the Kan years), was celebrated by own¬ 
ers of acao plantations. A dog with cacao-colored spots was sacri¬ 
ficed on one of the plantations, incense was burned, blue iguanas, 
blue feathers, and game were offered to the idols of these gods, and 
the long pods of the cacao beans were given to each official who par¬ 
ticipated in the rite. When the offerings and prayers were over, the 
ceremony closed with the usual feasting and drinking, but this time 
with no drunkenness. Bishop Landa says, “there were three drinks 
of wine for each one and no more.” 

The month of Pax .—In the month of Pax there was a cere¬ 
mony called Pacum Chac, “the recompensing of Chac,” in honor 
of a god called Cit Chac Coh, “Father Red Puma.” Judging from 
the nature of the ceremony, this god was a patron of warriors. This 
was a general ceremony; the lords and priests of the smaller towns 
and villages went to the larger centers, where the celebration was 
held in the Temple of Cit Chac Coh. For five days preceding the 
festival, prayers, gifts, and incense were offered at the temple. 
Sometime before the fifth day, everyone went to the house of the 
war captain, the elected nacom, and with great pomp bore him in a 
palanquin to the temple, where he was seated and incensed. The 
remainder of the five days were spent in feasting, drinking, and 
dancing the holcan okot or dance of the warriors. After the first 
five days, the ceremony proper began, and since it was a rite to 
secure victory in war it was c^ebrated with great solemnity. 

The ceremony opened with the same ordeal by fire as practiced 
in the month of Mac, which was followed by prayers, offerings, 
and incensing. The lords carried the nacom on their shoulders in 
his palanquin around the temple, incensing him as they went. A 
dog was sacrificed and its heart offered to the idol of Cit Chac Coh. 
The chacs opened a large jar of wine, which ended the festival. 
The other celebrants escorted the nacom back to his home, where 
everybody but the nacom himself got ceremoniously drunk. The 
next day the nacom distributed quantities of incense among the 




Chic Kaban Kuknlcan Blessing of the idols General Sacred dances 

No special ceremonies reported; devoted to preparation for those of the following month 
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aJ^ participants in the feast, and urged them to observe all the festivals 
""" of the coming year with diligence and fidelity in order that the 
year should be prosperous. 

The closing months of Kay ah^ Cumhu, and Uayeb. — h. fairly 
strenuous program of religious ceremonies had been going on for 
the first sixteen Maya months and a need was felt for some relaxa¬ 
tion before the exacting rites of the New Year began. The lighter 
festivities, held during the last three months—Kayab, Cumhu, and 
Uayeb—were called the sabacil than and were celebrated in this 
manner: 

They sought in the town among those who were the richest for some¬ 
one who would be willing to give this festival, and advised him of the day, 
in order that these three months that remained before the New Year 
should have more diversion. And what they did was to assemble in the 
house of him who gave the festival, and there they performed the cere¬ 
monies of driving out the evil spirit, and burned copal [pom] and made 
offerings with rejoicings and dances, and they made wine-skins of them¬ 
selves, and this was the inevitable conclusion. And so great was the excess 
which there was in the festivals during these three months that it was a 
great pity to see them, for some went about covered with scratches, others, 
bruised, others with their eyes enflamed from much drunkenness, and all 
the while with such a passion for wine that they were lost because of it. 

In judging Landa’s constant complaints about the drunken¬ 
ness of Maya ceremonies, it must be remembered that every ob¬ 
servance of the ancient religion was anathema to him. The bishop 
was as bigoted as the Maya priests he condemns, and his observa¬ 
tions about the drunken orgies with which he says these ceremonies 
always concluded should probably be taken with a grain of salt. 
(For a resume of the ceremonies and dances of the Maya year see 
Table VI.) 


GROWTH OF THE PANTHEON 

The Ma)^ had a number of gods, though the most powerful 
and the most frequently invoked were those already described. Not 
more than a dozen deities enjoyed most of the worship, the aid of 
the others being sought only if specific need for their help arose. 



Originally the Maya religion was a relatively simple personi¬ 
fication of the forces of nature which immediately influenced the 
lives of the common people. With the introduction of corn cul¬ 
ture, the pantheon was enlarged to admit agricultural and fertil¬ 
ity deities whose continued good will now became necessary for 
the first time. Later, when the Maya civilization began to take 
shape with the invention of the calendar, chronology, and hiero¬ 
glyphic writing, a further expansion of the pantheon beame neces¬ 
sary to make room for the new crop of astronomic and calendric 
deities, whose functions were more specialized than those of the 
nature gods. The newer gods also required the services of a pro¬ 
fessional priesthood to worship them and to interpret their wishes. 
And so matters continued for more than six centuries. The Maya 
religion grew more esoteric, the gods more specialized, the priest¬ 
hood more highly organized, and ritual more complex, but still 
without excessive human sacrifice or the general use of idols. 

Authorities are agreed that both mass human sacrifice and 
idolatry were introduced into Yucatan by the Maya-Mexican in¬ 
vaders under Kukulan during the tenth century of the Christian 
Era. Some human sacrifice was practiced during the Classic stage, 
but it was rare. It was not until the Puuc and Mexican periods of 
the Postclassic that hecatombs of human victims were offered to 
the gods after the fashion then prevailing in central Mexico. 

The Classic-stage Maya were not, generally speaking, wor¬ 
shipers of images in a literal sense. Authorities again agree that 
idolatry as such was also a Maya-Mexican importation into Yuca¬ 
tan, and the number of idols is said to have been enormous. Landa 
states: “They had a very great number of idols and of temples 
which were magnificent in their own fashion, and besides the com¬ 
munity temples, the lords, priests and leading men also had ora¬ 
tories and idols in their houses, where they made their prayers 
and offerings in private.” And again, “They had such a great 
quantity of idols, that those of their gods were not enough, for 
there was not an animal or insect of which they did not make a 
statue.” Another seventeenth-century Spanish priest, in writing 
of Tayasal on Lake Peten Itza, the last independent Maya strong- 



^4^ hold, says: “They have many other public idols, as there are nearly 
as many as there are priests’ houses and the streets of the district.” 
Another writer in 1562 mentions that “there must have been more 
than icx5,0CXD”j the royal alcalde mayor of Merida, writing three 
years later, raises this number to “almost a million of them.” Even 
discounting such obvious exaggeration, the early writers agree that 
there were great numbers of idols, almost everyone having his 
own private collection. 

Among this multitude of gods, many were the creation of the 
professional priesthood. The common man, whose toil made pos¬ 
sible the whole complicated governmental, social, and religious 
structure, turned most frequently to Chac, the rain god, since by 
Chac’s good will he lived, and by Chac’s wrath he was undone. 



HIEROtfLYPHIC WRITING, ARITHMETIC 
AND ASTRONOMY 


H. G. WELLS in his Outline of History says that the invention 
of a graphic system is the true measure of civilization, and Edward 
Gibbon, in his Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire^ claims that 
the use of letters is the principal characteristic which distinguishes 
civilized people from savages. By such standards, the Maya were 
the most civilized people of the New World in pre-Columbian 
times, since they alone originated a system of writing. 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF WRITING 

Writing seems to have passed everywhere through three stages 
of development: 

1. —Pictorial or representative writing^ wherein a picture of the 
idea is portrayed. Thus a deer hunt is represented by the picture 
of a deer and a man throwing a spear at it. This is called picto- 
graphic writing. 

2. —Ideographic writing^ wherein characters stand for ideas 
rather than representing pictures of them. In ideographic writing 
the characters employed are usually little more than convention¬ 
alized symbols. In Chinese writing, the ideograph for ^^trouble” 
is the conventionalized symbol for a woman, repeated twice, stand¬ 
ing under a gate. 

3. —Phonetic writing^ wherein the characters have lost all re¬ 
semblance to the objects they originally portrayed, and denote 
only sounds. Phonetic writing may be further divided into {a) syl¬ 
labic writing, in which each character stands for a syllable, and 
{b) alphabetic writing, in which each of the characters stands for 
a single sound. Egyptian hieroglyphic writing is an example of 
the former 5 modern alphabets are examples of the latter. 
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Law Maya hieroglyphic writing is ideographic, since its characters 
g represent ideas rather than pictures or sounds. It has been thought 
by some that there are phonetic elements included in Maya writing. 

MAYA WRITING ONE OF THE EARLIEST EXAMPLES 
OF A GRAPHIC SYSTEM 

One of the important facts about the Maya hieroglyphic writ¬ 
ing is that, barring such purely pictorial efforts as the paleolithic 
cave paintings or the American Indian pictographs, it may represent 
the earliest stage of a formal graphic system that has come down 
to us. This does not mean that the Maya hieroglyphic writing is 
the oldest graphic system known. Although the earliest Egyptian 
and Sumerian inscriptions go back to the fourth millennium before 
Christ, the earliest known Maya writing was done after the begin¬ 
ning of the Christian Era. However, early Egyptian hieroglyphics 
had already advanced to a semiphonetic stage. In addition to the 
many ideographs present, perhaps half the characters are phonetic, 
mostly syllabic. A similar condition obtains in the earliest cunei¬ 
form writing. 

The Maya “Rosetta Stone” is the Relacion de las cosas de 
Yucatan, written about 1566 by Bishop Diego de Landa. 

At the time of the Spanish Conquest of Yucatan, Maya hiero¬ 
glyphic writing was still in use. Maya civilization toward the end 
of the Postclassic had passed into a decline, but knowledge and 
use of hieroglyphic writing among the priesthood and ruling class 
continued to the time of the Conquest and later. 

Landa, in his Relacion, gave a brief description of the Maya 
calendar, drawings of the signs for the different days and months, 
and some general information about it. His chief source of calen- 
dric information was Nachi Cocom, who had been a native prince 
before the Conquest and who was well versed in hieroglyphic 
writing. 

The bishop, though he regards the whole matter as “the work 
of the devil,” nevertheless attempted a phonetic transliteration 
of Maya glyphs into the Latin alphabet, and an explanation of 
Maya calendrics. With Landa’s information as a basis, about one- 



third of the hieroglyphs, largely the chronological sections, can 
now be read. 

STORY TOLD BY THE MAYA INSCRIPTIONS 

The Maya inscriptions treat primarily of chronology, astron¬ 
omy, and religious matters. They are not records of personal glori¬ 
fication, like the inscriptions of Egypt, Assyria, and Babylonia. 
They are so completely impersonal that it is unlikely that the name 
glyphs of specific men were ever recorded upon the monuments. 

The first and most important part of the Classic Maya inscrip¬ 
tions was the dedicatory date of each monument, the so-called 
Initial Series, usually recorded at the beginning of each inscrip¬ 
tion. This date was inscribed to the day. 

Each of the nineteen divisions of the 365-day calendar year had 
its own deity. The name glyph of the patron god in whose month 
the Initial Series date fell is recorded in the first hieroglyph of 
each text in the majority of inscriptions (Fig. 13). The name 
glyphs of the Nine Gods of the Lower World are also recorded 
on most monuments immediately following the record of the days 
over which they presided (Fig. 12). 

Very early in the use of the Maya calendar the priests un¬ 
doubtedly saw that a calendar year with a fixed length and no 
provision for the extra quarter-day each year would start to gain 
upon the true year. This increase would amount to fifteen days 
in sixty years. H this discrepancy had continued uncorrected for 
any length of time, the significant dates of the farmers’ year would 
quickly have become displaced. The time for burning the bush 
for their cornfields, instead of falling toward the end of the dry 
season, would have crept backward through the months until pres¬ 
ently their calendar would have been telling them to burn at the 
height of the rainy season. The priests doubtless foresaw this 
difficulty and solved it. 

They must have reasoned like this: “Let us permit our calendar 
year to gain on the true year as fast as it will. We will allow our 
calendar to function without change, but when we erect a monu¬ 
ment, we will engrave upon it, in addition to the official calendar 



date of its dedication, a calendar correction for that particular date. 
In this way, no matter what month our calendar may register, we 
shall always know, whenever we erect a monument, the position 
of its corresponding date in the true year.” 

The Maya priests followed this procedure throughout the 
Classic stage by means of a corrective count which has been called 
the “Secondary Series.” As monuments were erected on the hotun, 
lahuntun, or katun endings, the correction necessary to bring the 
recorded Maya year into harmony with the solar year was clearly 
set forth. This correction increased as time went on, the error 
accumulating at the rate of one day every four years. 

The priests’ awesome knowledge of the movements of the 
heavenly bodies must have been a source of tremendous power to 
them. It proved to the ignorant masses that the priesthood held 
close and intimate communion with their greatest deities and so 
must be obeyed. 

Beyond the calendrics, what do the Maya inscriptions tell? 
We cannot answer this question yet, but judging from the glyphs 
which have been deciphered we may be justified in guessing that 
the remainder probably refer to ceremonial matters, offerings, and 
deities. We may eventually find hieroglyphs for a group of special 
moon gods and for Venus in her different phases. Some of the 
unknown signs no doubt represent deities j others, the offerings with 
which they were to be propitiated or the rites with which they were 
to be worshiped. 


MAYA CALENDAR 

TZOLK.IN OR SACRED YEAR OF 260 DAYS 

The people must all have been familiar with the sacred year 
of 260 days, the tzolkin or “count of days.” This time period deter¬ 
mined for everyone the pattern of ceremonial life. The ancient 
Maya regarded his birthday as the day of the tzolkin upon which 
he was born, and the god of that particular day was his patron saint. 
Among the Cakchiquels of the highlands of Guatemala a man also 
took his given name from his tzolkin birth date. 



The sacred year was not marked off into months, but was a suc¬ 
cession of 260 days, each designated by prefixing a number from 
I to 13 to one of twenty Maya day names. These are given below, 
and their corresponding hieroglyphs are shown in Figure 18. 


Ik 

Manik 

Eb 

Caban 

Akbal 

Lamat 

Ben 

Eznab 

Kan 

Muluc 

Ix 

Cauac 

Chicchan 

Oc 

Men 

Ahau 

Cimi 

Chuen 

Cib 

Imix 


The tzolkin had no day name without an accompanying number. 
Since each of the day names had a number prefixed to it, the calen¬ 
dar ran: i Ik, 2 Akbal, 3 Kan, 4 Chicchan, 5 Cimi, and so on. The 
fourteenth name. Men, had the number i again; next came 2 Cib; 
and so on. The first name, Ik, on the second time around, had the 
number 8. Not until every one of the thirteen numbers had been 
attached in turn to every one of the twenty day names was a tzolkin 
complete. Since 13 and 20 have no common factor, 260 days had 
to elapse before i Ik recurred and a new tzolkin began. 

In order to give any day in the Maya Calendar Round its com¬ 
plete description it was also necessary to add to the tzolkin designa¬ 
tions the corresponding position in the haab or 365-day calendar 
year which it occupied. 

CALENDAR YEAR OF 365 DAYS 

The Maya civil year or haab was composed of 19 months— 
18 mouths of 20 days each, and a closing month of 5 days, making 
a total of 365 positions in the calendar year. These 19 monthly 
divisions are given below and their corresponding hieroglyphs are 
shown in Figure 19. 


Pop 

Tzec 

Chen 

Mac 

Kayab 

Uo 

Xul 

Yax 

Kankin 

Cumhu 

Zip 

Yaxkin 

Zac 

Muan 

Uayeb 

Zotz 

Mol 

Ceh 

Pax 



In order to show how the 260 days of the tzolkin were combined 
with the 365 positions of the haab let us represent them graphically 
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Fig. 19.—Glyphs for the nineteen Maya months: (a) Popj {b) Uoj (<?) Zip; 
(d) Zotz; {e) Tzec; (/) Xul; (g) Yaxkin; {h) Mol; (i) Chen; (;) Yax; {k) 
Zac; (/) Ceh; {m) Mac; (n) Kankin; (a) Muan; {f) Pax; (f) Kayab; (r) 
Cumhu; (/) Uayeb. 
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on two cogwheels (Fig. 20). The smaller wheel, A, has 260 cogs, 
one for each day of the tzolkin, and the larger wheel, 5 , has 365 
cogs, one intercog space for each day of the haab. 



Fig. 20.—Diagram showing the enmeshing of the 365-day civil year (B) with 
the 260-day sacred year (A), 

Before we can enmesh these two wheels we must know two 
further facts about the Maya calendar. First, the Maya New 
Year’s Day was written o Pop. Pop was the first month of the year 
and the first position in that month was written o rather than i, 
as we would write it. But this is the way we number the hours of 
the day: when we say one o’clock, in reality the first hour after noon 
is gone and we are about to start the second hour. Similarly, al¬ 
though the Maya haab months were 20 days in length, the days 
were numbered from 0 to 19. 

The second fact is that only 52 of the 260 differently named 
days of the tzolkin could ever occupy the first position of the haab. 



or of any of its months. These are days in which the names Ik, mmS 
Manik, Eb, and Caban appear. Since each of these four names had 
numbers i to 13 prefixed to it in turn, only 52 (4 X 13) days of ^35 
the tzolkin could begin the Maya civil year or any one of its months. 

These 52 possible New Yearns Days, or year-bearers, fell, during 
the Classic stage, upon the following days: 


I Ik 

I Manik 

2 Manik 

2 Eb 

3 Eh 

3 Caban 

4 Caban 

4 Ik 

5 Ik 

5 Manik 

6 Manik 

6 Eb 

7 Eb 

7 Caban 

8 Caban 

8 Ik 

9 Ik 

9 Manik 

10 Manik 

10 Eb 

n Eb 

11 Caban 

12 Caban 

12 Ik 

13 Ik 

13 Manik 


I Eb 

I Caban 

2 Caban 

2 Ik 

3 Ik 

3 Manik 

4 Manik 

4 Eb 

5 Eb 

5 Caban 

6 Caban 

6 Ik 

7 Ik 

7 Manik 

8 Manik 

8 Eb 

9 Eb 

9 Caban 

10 Caban 

10 Ik 

II Ik 

11 Manik 

12 Manik 

12 Eb 

13 Eb 

13 Caban 


1 Ik 

2 Manik 
etc, etc. 


At the time of the Spanish Conquest, however, the days with 
which the Maya New Year began had shifted forward two posi¬ 
tions, presumably because of faulty counting in Postclassic times. 
Instead of beginning with days named Ik, Manik, Eb, or Caban, 
they began with days named Kan, Muluc, Ix, or Cauac. 

CALENDAR ROUND 

We are now in a position to mesh the two wheels in Figure 20. 
Let us do this so that the cog of Wheel A, named “2 Ik,” will 
fit into the space on Wheel B corresponding to “0 Pop,” giving the 
complete designation of this particular day as “2 Ik 0 Pop.” Now 
our problem is to find out how many complete revolutions each 
wheel will have to make before “2 Ik” will again enmesh with 
“0 Pop.” 

We must first ascertain the least common denominator of 260 
and 365. Both numbers are divisible by 5; 260 gives a quotient of 



■mJb 52, and 365 gives a quotient of 73, so the least common multiple 
of 260 and 365 is 5 X 52 X 73, or 18,980. Therefore, Wheel A 
will make 73 revolutions and Wheel B will make 52 revolutions 
before the two wheels have returned to their original positions, a 
total of 18,980 elapsed days, or about 52 years. 

Once every 52 civil years, then, any given year-bearer coin¬ 
cided with the first day of the year. Thus any Maya who lived 
more than 52 years began to see New Year’s Days of the same name 
repeat themselves. We do not know the ancient Maya name or 
hieroglyph for this 52-year period, but modern students of the 
Maya calendar have called it the Calendar Round. 

None of the peoples of Mesoamerica who borrowed their calen¬ 
dars from the Maya made use of time periods longer than this 
18,980-day period. The Aztecs, for example, conceived time as 
an endless succession of these 52-year periods and gave to them the 
name xiuhmolpilli, meaning “year bundle” or complete round of 
the years. 

The Aztecs had two special glyphs for this period, arising from 
their beliefs concerning it. The first was a knot (Fig. 21a) indicat¬ 
ing that the bundle of 52 years had been tied up, and the second 
was the fire drill and stick for kindling the Sacred Fire (Fig. 2i^). 



Fio. 21.—^Aztec glyphs for the xiuhmol filli or 52-year period: {a) two examples 
of the knot; {b) two examples of the stick and drill for kindling the sacred hre. 

The Aztecs believed that the world would come to an end at the 
close of one of these 52-year periods, and on the last night of the 
xiuhmolpilli, the population of Tenochtitlan (Mexico City) with¬ 
drew to the hills surrounding the city to await the dawn. When 
the sun rose on that morning, there was general rejoicing, the Sacred 
Fire was rekindled, the houses were cleaned and set in order, and 
the business of life was resumed. The gods had given mankind 
another 52-year lease on life. 




MAYA ARITHMETIC 


•_f 


In order to esape rapidly mounting calendric chaos, the Maya 
priests devised a simple numerical system which even today stands 
as one of the brilliant achievements of the human mind. 

Some time during the fourth or third centuries before Christ, 
the priests devised a system of numeration by position, involving 
the conception and use of the mathematical quantity of zero, a 
notable intellectual accomplishment. 

The unit of the Maya calendar was the day or kin. The second 
order of units, consisting of 20 kins, was called the uinal. In a per¬ 
fect vigesimal system of numeration, the third term should be 400 
(20 X 20 X i) but at this point the Maya introduced a variation 
for calendric reckoning. The third order of the Maya system, the 
/«», was composed of 18 (instead of 20) uinals, or 360 (instead 
of 400) kins. This was a closer approximation to the length of the 
solar calendar. 

Above the third order the unit of progression is uniformly 20, 
as will be seen from the numerical values of the nine known orders 
of time periods: 
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20 kins = I uinal or 20 days 

1 8 tunals = I tun or 360 days 

20 tuns = I katun or 7,200 days 

20 katuns = I baktun* or 144,000 days 

20 baktuns = I fictun or 2,880,000 days 

20 fictuns = I calabtun or 57,600,000 days 
20 calabtuns =l or 1,152,000,000 days 

20 kinchiltuns = I alautun or 23,040,000,000 days 


* The period of the fifth order, the haktun^ wai originally called the ^^cycle** by modern 
investigators. The ancient name for this period, however, was probably baktun as given above. 


MAYA GLYPH FORMS 

Every Map hieroglyph occurs in two forms in the inscriptions: 
(i) the normal form and (2) a head variant, this being the head 
of a deity, man, animal, bird, serpent, or some mythological crea¬ 
ture. Very rarely there is a third form where the glyph is a full 
figure. 



FlC. 22.— 
(e) tun-, ( 
alautun or 










The glyphs for the nine time periods are given in Figure 22, 
with normal forms at the left and head variants at the right. Head 
variants have not yet been identified for the last three periods. 

MAYA NUMERICAL NOTATIONS 

The ancient Maya used two types of notation in writing their 
numbers: (i) bar-and-dot numerals, and (2) head-variant nu¬ 
merals. In the first notation, the dot • has a numerical value of i 
and the bar — a numerical value of 5, and by varying combina¬ 
tions of these two symbols, the numbers from i to 19 were writ¬ 
ten (Fig. 23). The numbers above 19 were indiated by their 
positions and will be described later. 
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• • • 
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0 

1 

2 

3 
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• • 
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•••• 

5 

6 

7 

8 
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To" 

TT 

~ 

TT 

14 
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Fig, 23.—Glyphs for o and the numbers i to 19 inclusive. 

Maya bar-and-dot notation was simpler than Roman notation 
and superior in two respects. To write the numbers from i to 19 
in Roman notation, it is necessary to employ the symbols I, V, and 
X, and the processes of addition and subtraction: VI is V plus I, 
but IV is V minus I. In order to write the same numbers in Map 
bar-and-dot, it is necessary to employ only the dot and the bar, and 
one arithmetical process, that of addition. 
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The second notation employed in writing Maya numbers used 
different types of human heads to represent the numbers from 
I to 13, and zero. The Maya head notation is comparable to our 
AraKc notation, where ten symbols represent zero and the nine 
digits. These Maya head-variant numerals are heads of the patron 
deities of the first fourteen numbers (Plate 30<*).^ The head vari¬ 
ant for 10 is the death’s head, and in forming the head variants for 
the numbers from 14 to 19 the fleshless lower jaw (Plate 30*) is 
used to represent the value of 10. For example, if the jaw is applied 
to the lower part of the head for 6, which is characterized by a pair 
of aossed stidcs in the large eye socket, the resulting head will be 
that for 16. It is probable that the heads representing numbers i 
to 13 are those of the Oxlahmtiku or Thirteen Gods of the Upper 
World. 


MAYA VIGESIMAL SYSTEM OF MATHEMATICS 

In writing bar-and-dot numbers above 19, the ancient Maya 
used a positional system of numeration. In our decimal system, 
the positions to the left of the decimal point increase by tens. In 
the Maya vigesimal system the values of the positions increase by 
twenties from bottom to top. An exception is made in counting 
time, when, as already noted, the third position is 18 instead of 20 
times the second. 

To illustrate this, let us see how the Maya would have written 
the number 20, which is r complete unit of the second order and no 
units of the first order. This necessitates a symbol for zero in the 
lowest position to show that no units of the first order are involved; 
for this we shall use the conventionalized shell, one of the common¬ 
est symbols for zero. Thus, by pladng a shell in the lowest 
position to denote 0 units of the first order and a dot • in the sec¬ 
ond positioji to denote i unit of the second order, the number 20 
can be written (Fig. 24). The manner of writing other numbers 
is also shown in Figure 24, including two numbers written in the 
chronological count. The simplicity of Maya addition is also ob- 


^ The head variant for the number 11 has not yet been surely identified. 
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20 8o6 10,145 10,951 1,957 9,866 

Fig. 24, — Examples of Maya positional mathematics. 

vious in Figure 24: 10,951, the sum of the numbers in the two 
preceding columns, is obtained simply by combining the dots and 
bars of 806 and 10,145 into a new figure. 

MAYA CHRONOLOGY 

STARTING POINT OF THE SYSTEM 

Most peoples have eventually realized the necessity of having 
a fixed point from which their chronological records could be 
counted, but the ancient Maya may have been the first to reach 
this basic concept. The events selected by different peoples as 
starting points for their chronologies may be classified into two 
general groups: (i) those starting from specific historical events, 
and (2) those starting from hypothetical events. 

The most familiar chronology of the first group is our own 
Christian Era, with its starting point at the birth of Christ. The 
Greeks reckoned time by four-year periods called Olympiads from 
the earliest Olympic Festival of which the winner’s name was 
known, that of 776 b.c. 

There are other chronologies which begin with an event whose 
nature makes the starting point hypothetical. Here may be in¬ 
cluded the chronologies which redcon time from a supposititious 
date of the creation of the world. The “Era of Constantinople,” 
the chronological system used in the Greek Church, begins with 



MiJi the Creation, which is thought to have taken place in 5509 b.c. 
The Jews consider the Creation to have taken place in 3761 b.c. 
and begin their era at that time. 

While we do not know the nature of the event with which the 
ancient Maya began their chronology, it is almost certainly hypo¬ 
thetical rather than historical. This is true because the zero date 
of the Maya chronological era, 4 Ahau 8 Cumhu, precedes their 
earliest contemporary records—^the Leyden Plate and Stela 9 at 
Uaxactun—by 3,433 years and 3,440 years respectively. The first 
record occurs in 8.14.3.1.12. This long period, devoid of any con¬ 
temporaneous records, may be interpreted as a priestly approxi¬ 
mation rather than as a chronological era which had endured for 
three thousand years before its first records appear. 

It has been suggested that the observations on which the Maya 
calendar was based began in 7.0.0.0.0, or 7.6.O.O.O of the Maya 
Era—either 2,760 or 2,878 years after its zero date. From the 
absence of all early records we may conclude that the astronomer- 
priests who devised Maya chronology selected an arbitrary starting 
point 7 baktuns earlier than the date of actual inauguration. It may 
have commenced with a suppositious event like'the creation of the 
world, or it may have been counted from the supposed date of the 
birth of the gods; the question is still undetermined. 

THE INITIAL SERIES, OR LONG COUNT 

The Initial Series method of dating was so named by the 
English archaeologist and explorer, A. P. Maudslay. The name 
of this time count derives from its position at the beginning of 
the inscription. 

Ernst Forstemann, the German archaeologist, in 1887 first 
worked out the detdls of the Initial Series count as they are pre¬ 
sented in the codices. J. T. Goodman, the American archaeologist, 
first deciphered this time count in 1890 from the inscriptions on 
the monuments, basing his work on Maudslay’s reproductions of 
Maya sculptures. Goodman’s discoveries are in perfect agreement 
with FSrstemann’s findings. The Maya Initial Series time count 
an now be read as clearly as our own calendar. 



At the beginning of the Initial Series stands a large glyph, 
usually four times as large as the other glyphs in the inscription, 
which has been called the introducing glyph (Fig. 25). The only 
part of this large initial glyph which varies is the central element, 
of which there are nineteen different forms, one for each of the 
months of the civil year. This variable central element is probably 
the name glyph of the deity who presided over the month in which 
each date fell. 

Maya inscriptions are read from left to right and top to bot¬ 
tom. Following this order, the first five glyphs are the number of 
baktuns^ katuns^ tuns, uinds, and kins which have elapsed from 
the starting point of Maya chronology. 

The unit of the Maya Initial Series is the day and that of our 
chronology is the year, but the two systems are not unlike in their 
methods of recording. When we write the date Monday, Decem¬ 
ber 31, A.D. 1956, we mean that i period of one thousand years, 
9 periods of one hundred years, 5 periods of ten years, and 6 periods 
of one year have elapsed since the birth of Christ. When the ancient 
Maya wrote the Initial Series 9.17.0.0.0 13 Ahau 18 Cumhu 
(Fig. 25) they meant that 9 periods of 144,000 days (9 baktuns), 
17 periods of 7,200 days (17 katuns), 0 periods of 360 days (0 
tuns), 0 periods of 20 days (0 uinals), and 0 periods of i day 
(0 kins) had elapsed since the starting point of their chronology. 
The tzolkin designation of the terminal date, in this case 13 Ahau, 
is usually found in the sixth position after the introducing glyph, 
immediately following the last time period (the kins) of the Initial 
Series number (Fig. 25). 

The glyph following the Initial Series terminal date, the one 
in the seventh position after the introducing glyph, is usually called 
Glyph G. It has nine forms, one corresponding to each of the 
Bolontiku or Nine Gods of the Lower World, and refers to the 
particular god who was patron of the day reached by the accom¬ 
panying Initial Series number. In the Initial Series here described, 
this was the sun god, patron of the Ninth Day (Fig. 25). Follow¬ 
ing this glyph is another of unknown meaning. Glyph F. It is the 
last sign of the Initial Series, except for the month part of the ter- 



minal date, which follows the last glyph of the Supplementary 
Series. 


THE SUPPLEMENTARY SERIES, OR MOON COUNT 

Between Glyph F and the month glyph (the position of the 
day in the calendar year) of the Initial Series, there is usually a 
group of six glyphs which have been called the Supplementary 
Series. They give information (i) about the age of the moon on 
the date recordedj (2) the length of the lunar month in which 
the Initial Series date fell, here 29 days} (3) the number of the 
particular lunation in the lunar half-year period, here 2} and some 
other undetermined points. 

By means of their simple but efficient numerical system, ex¬ 
pressed in the Initial Series or Long Count, the ancient Maya were 
able to fix any date in their chronology so exactly that it could not 
recur before a cycle of 374,440 years had passed—a major achieve¬ 
ment for any chronological system. 

THE SECONDARY SERIES, OR CALENDAR-CORRECTION 
FORMULA 

A third count in the Maya inscriptions is the Secondary Series, 
which seems to have been a calendar-correction formula, somewhat 
like our leap-year correction. From the outset the Maya civil year 
began to gain upon the true year, and since the Maya had no elastic 
month like our February, some other method had to be devised 
for keeping the calendar year of 365 days from running ahead of 
the true year of 365^ days. 

In addition to the dedicatory date of the monument, other 
dates are often included in the inscription. To express a single 
day by means of the Initial Series, ten different glyphs were neces¬ 
sary. This method of dating was accurate but cumbersome, and 
its repetition for every additional date in an inscription was super¬ 
fluous. If one date in an inscription was fixed by means of its 
Initial Series, other dates could be calculated from it. Such de¬ 
rived dates have been called Secondary Series. 
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Initial Series Introducing Glyph 


HS 


Grotesque head in center is the only variable element 
of this sign. This is the name glyph of the deity who 
is patron of the month (here Cumhu) in which the 
Initial Series terminal date falls 


9 baktuns 
(9 X I44i000 days 
= 1,296,000 days) 

17 katuns 

(17 X 7>ioo days 
= 122,400 days) 

0 tuns 

(0 X 360 days 
= 0 days) 

0 uinals 
(0 X 20 days 
== 0 days) 

0 kins 
(0 X I day 
= 0 days) 

13 Ahau (day reached by 
counting forward above 
total of days from start¬ 
ing point of Maya Era) 

Glyph G9 

Name glyph of the deity 
who is patron of the Ninth 
Day in the nine*day series 
(The Nine Gods of the 
Lower World) 

Glyph F 

Meaning unknown 

Glyphs £ and D 
Glyphs denoting the moon 
age of the Initial Series 
terminal date, here **new 
moon’’ 

Glyph C 

Glyph denoting position 
of current lunar month in 
lunar half-year period, here 
the 2d position 

GlndiX, 

Meaning unknown 

Glyph B 

Meaning unknown 


Glyph A9 18 Cumhu (month reached 

Current lunar month, here by counting forward above 
29 days in length. Last total of days from starting 
glyph of the Supplementary point of Maya Era), Last 
Series flyph of the Initial Series 


Fic. 25.—^Examples of an Initial and a Supplementary Series: east side of Stela £, 
Qairigua. 



















The Secondary Series seem to have worked like this. Let us 
take the date 9.16.0.0.0 2 Ahau 13 Tzec of the Maya Era 
(a.d. 751, May 9). Counting from July 26 (Gregorian)—the 
Maya New Year’s Day, 0 Pop—the month position 13 Tzec 
actually fell on October 27 in 751, 171 days later than the Maya 
alendar indiated. In order to correct this error, the following 
calendar-correction formula was applied—8 uinals and ii kins, 
which was the Maya way of expressing 171 days. This period was 
then counted forward from 9.16.0.0.0 2 Ahau 13 Tzec to reach a 
new date 9.16.0.8.11 4 Chuen 4 Kankin (751, October 27). This 
was the position which 13 Tzec had originally occupied but which 
by 9.16.0.0.0 occurred 171 days earlier. By this date the position 
in the year originally represented by 13 Tzec (October 27) now 
fell on May 9. Without correction to the solar year, the Maya 
calendar would have been useless for agricultural purposes. 

THE U KAHLAY KATUNOB, OR SHORT COUNT 

By the middle of the Late Period of the Classic stage (731), 
Initial Series dating began to pass out of current use, and was 
replaced by an abbreviated system which modern students call 
“period-ending dating.” In this method only a specific time period 
and the date upon which it ended are stated. In it the ten glyphs 
needed to express the Initial Series 9.16.0.0.0 2 Ahau 13 Tzec 
are reduced to three (Fig. 26). While not computed over such 
a long period as an Initial Series, a period-ending date was exact 
to a day within a cyclic period of nearly 19,000 years. 




Fig. 26.—Period-ending date: Katun 16 ending on 2 Ahau 13 Tzec, corre¬ 
sponding to the Initial Series 9.16.0.0.0 2 Ahau 13 Tzec. {a) End of Katun 16 j 
(^) 2 Ahauj (<;) 13 Tzec. 







By late Postclassic times the Maya chronological system suf- 
fered further abbreviation, and this time so sharply that accuracy 
within a period of only 256 years could be achieved. This new 
system was called the u kahlay katunob or “Count of the Katuns.” 
Maya students call it the “Short Count.” 

In our previous example, the Initial Series date 9.16.O.O.O 
2 Ahau 13 Tzec, a katun ending of the Long Count, the day 
upon which this katun ended was 2 Ahau. In the u kahlay katunob 
everything was eliminated except this ending dayj all other time 
periods were suppressed. This particular katun was known simply 
as Katun 2 Ahau. 

This method of dating had the merit of requiring only one 
glyph to express it—any given day Ahau—plus the understand¬ 
ing that this day ended some katun of the Long Count. Such ab¬ 
breviated katun-ending dates were accurate only to within 256^^ 
years, which meant that any given katun ending recurred at such 
an interval. If a Katun 2 Ahau ended in 751, another Katun 2 Ahau 
would end in 1007, and another in 1263. There were only thirteen 
differently designated katuns in this method of dating (i Ahau, 
2 Ahau, 3 Ahau, etc.), and since each katun was 19.71 years long, 
a katun of any given designation would return after a lapse of 
13 katuns, 13 X 19-71 years, or 256^ years. 

Each katun of the u kahlay katunob was named after its last 
day, but the numbers did not follow each other in ascending nu¬ 
merical sequence. They assumed an order in which the number 
of the day Ahau with which each successive katun ended was 
two less than that of the last day of the preceding katun; 
Katun 13 Ahau, Katun ii Ahau, etc. This round of the katuns 
was represented graphically by the ancient Maya as a wheel, the 
periphery of which was divided into sections, one for each of the 
13 differently numbered katuns. 

Bishop Landa describes and illustrates one of these katun 
wheels (Fig. 27): 

Not only did the Indians have a count for the year and months, as has 
been said and previously set out, but they also had a certain method of 
counting time and their affairs by their ages, which they counted by twenty- 



year periods, counting thirteen twenties, with one of the twenty sign^ of 
their months, which they call Ahau, not in order, but going backward as 
appears in the following circular design. In their language they cdl these 
[periods] katuns, with these they make a calculation of their ages that is 
marvelous; thus it was easy for the old man of whom I spoke in the first 
chapter [of Landa's original manuscript] to recall events that had taken 
place three hundred years before. Had I not known of these calculations, 
I should not have believed it possible to recall thus after such a period. 





Fig. 27.—Katun wheel. After Bishop Landa. 


The direction of movement is counterclodcwise, in order that 
the katuns shall pass the cross at the top in the proper sequence— 
the days Ahau decreasing by two each. The words in the center of 
Landa’s wheel read: 

They call this count in their language ttazlazon katam [more properly 
uazaklom katun] which means the round [or return] of the epochs 









The katun from which this round was counted seems to have 
been a Katun 8 Ahau. The repetition of the sequence began after 
each Katun 8 Ahau was completed, and these katuns were called 
the mdz katunoby or the katuns which are doubled back. 

Each of the thirteen katuns had its patron deity, its prophecies, 
and its special ceremonies. A series of eleven katuns, part of a 
u kahlay katmoby are presented in the Codex Peresianus, beginning 
with a Katun 4 Ahau (perhaps a.d. 1224-44) closing with a 
Katun 10 Ahau (perhaps 1421-41). One of the intermediate 
katuns, a Katun 7 Ahau (perhaps 1323-42) has been reproduced 
in part in Figure 16, page 213. 

The u kahlay katmob or Short Count was a kind of historical 
synopsis presented in a succession of twenty-year periods, and so 
long as the sequences remained unbroken it was accurate enough 
for ordinary purposes. At the time of the Spanish Conquest, this 
record, if we can trust its ordering, stretched back through sixty- 
two katuns, to the beginning of Baktun 9 (a.d. 435), a period of 
eleven centuries. 

THE THREE KNOWN MAYA HIEROGLYPHIC MANUSCRIPTS 

Only three original pre-Columbian Maya codices or hiero¬ 
glyphic manuscripts have survived the fanaticism of the Spanish 
priesthood and the vicissitudes of time and weather. In central 
Mexico, more than four hundred native manusaipts have come 
down to us, about fifty being of pre-Columbian origin. But of 
the Maya native books only three have survived: the Codex Dres- 
densis, the Codex Tro-Cortesianus, and the Codex Peresianus. 

Landa in speaking of the Maya codices says: 

These people also made use of certain characters or letters, with which 
they wrote in their books their ancient affain and their sciences, and with 
these and drawings and with certain signs in these drawings, they under¬ 
stood their affairs and made others understand them and taught them.. We 
found a great number of books in these characters, and, as they contained 
nothing in which there was not to be seen superstition and lies of the devil, 
we burned them all, which they regretted to an amazing degree and caused 
them affliction. 



The Maya codices were made of the bark of a tree called in 
Maya copo (Ficus cotonifolia), pounded into a pulp and held 
together with a natural gum as a bonding substance. Each was 
made in a long strip and folded like a screen. The Codices Tro- 
Cortesianus and Peresianus are the same size, the individual leaves 
being about 934 inches high and 5 inches wide. The Codex Dres- 
densis is a little smaller, its leaves being about 8 inches high by 
334 inches wide. A coating of fine white lime was applied to both 
sides of this bark paper strip, and on the smooth finish thus ob¬ 
tained columns of glyphs and pictures of gods and ceremonies 
were painted in several colors. The pages were divided into hori¬ 
zontal sections by red lines, and the order of reading was from 
left to right, always in the same horizontal section until the mat¬ 
ter being treated was finished. These so-called “chapters” some¬ 
times extended aaoss eight consecutive folds. The codices were 
bound between decorated boards, and when completely opened 
they were quite long. The Codex Tro-Cortesianus is 2334 feet 
long and has 56 leaves, or 112 pages. The Codex Dresdensis is 
feet long and has 39 leaves, or 78 pages, 4 of them blank. 
The Codex Peresianus, which is only a fragment, is 4% feet long 
and has 11 leaves or 22 pages. 

Some of the Aztec, Mixtec, and Zapotec codices from central 
Mexico were made of deerskin, and others of cotton stuffs, but 
if these materials were ever used in Maya hieroglyphic manu¬ 
scripts no examples of them have survived, nor does Landa men¬ 
tion them. 

Unfortunately, none of the known Maya codices treats of 
history as such. The Codex Dresdensis is essentially a treatise on 
astronomy. The Codex Tro-Cortesianus is primarily a textbook 
of horoscopes to assist the priests in making their divinations. The 
fragmentary Codex Peresianus is basically ritualistic, one side being 
completely given over to a katun sequence and its patron deities 
and ceremonies. The Spanish and native writers of the sixteenth 
century agree that the Maya recorded their history in hieroglyphic 
manuscripts, but unfortunately none of the three known codices is 
of a historical nature. 



None of the codices was found under archaeological condi- 
tions in the Maya area. The climate of the Yucatan Peninsula is 
so moist, and the mildew so destructive, that it is doubtful whether ^ 
a codex could have survived had it been buried. 

The Codex Dresdensis was found in Vienna in 1739, and was 
given to the Royal Library at Dresden; its earlier history is un¬ 
known. Since this manuscript was obtained in Vienna, and since 
Austria and Spain had a common sovereign at the time of the Con¬ 
quest, it is possible that some Spanish priest or soldier sent this 
codex back to Spain. From Spain it possibly followed the emperor 
to Austria, where much of the Moctezuma treasure and the letter 
from Cortez to Charles V have been discovered. The Codex Dres¬ 
densis is now in the State Library at Dresden, Germany. A sample 
page has been shown in Figure 9, page 189. 

The Codex Tro-Cortesianus, divided into two unequal sec¬ 
tions, was discovered in Spain during the ’sixties of the last century. 
Although the sections were found in different places, students 
have proved that they are parts of the same manuscript. The 
larger section was owned by Senor Juan de Tro y Ortolano, of 
Madrid; the smaller section belonged to Senor Jose Ignacio Miro, 
who acquired it in Extremadura and called it the Codex Cortesianus, 
believing that it had been brought there by Cortez. Since Fran¬ 
cisco de Montejo and many of his men came from Extremadura, 
Monte jo himself or one of his soldiers may have brought the whole 
codex from Yucatan. Both sections, rejoined and called the Codex 
Tro-Cortesianus, are now in the Museum of Archaeology and 
History at Madrid; page 45 from this manuscript is shown in 
Figure 28. 

The Codex Peresianus was found in the Bibliotheque Nationale 
at Paris in i860, in a basket of old papers in a chimney corner, its 
existence apparently forgotten. It was wrapped in a piece of torn 
paper with the word “Perez” written on it, and because of this was 
named the Codex Peresianus. This manuscript is only a small 
part of the original codex, and is in much worse condition than the 
other two. The plaster coating around the margins of the pages 
has fallen off, taking with it all the pictures and glyphs except those 










in the middle of the pages (Fig. 29). The Codex Peresianus is mm 
still in the Bibliotheque Nationale. 

It has been pointed out that the Maya year-bearers—the days 
on which the Maya New Years could begin—^were, during the 



Fig. 29.—^Threc signs of the Maya zodiac (middle section): the scorpion, the 
turtle, and the rattlesnake. Page 24, Codex Peresianus. 



Classic stage, days in which the names Ik, Manik, £b, and Caban 
""" appeared. By the time of the Spanish Conquest more than twelve 
centuries later, two shifts forward had taken place in the year- 
bearers: first, a shift of one day to the set named Akbal, Lamat, 
Ben, and Eznab; later, a second shift of one day to the set named 
Kan, Muluc, Ix, and Cauac. These last four were the year-bearers 
in use at the time of the Spanish Conquest. 

The year-bearers in the Codex Dresdensis are Ik, Manik, Eb, 
and Caban, following the usage of the Classic-stage monuments. 
There are no sure day names in the Codex Tro-Cortesianus, so 
this manuscript presents no evidence upon the point. The Codex 
Peresianus has the intermediate set of year-bearers Akbal, Lamat, 
Ben, and Eznab, midway between the Classic and Conquest-period 
series. 


THE BOOKS OF CHILAM BALAM 

One of the first concerns of the Spanish priesthood after the 
Conquest was to teach the Maya Indians to write their own lan¬ 
guage, using the letters of the Spanish alphabet. Only two symbols 
had to be added in order to render sounds present in Maya that 
were wanting in Spanish. The Portuguese x was used to represent 
the sA sound, which is common in Maya, for example, Uxmal, 
pronounced Ushmal. An inverted c (o), now written dz, ren¬ 
dered the sound dz or tz as in Ah Dun, now written Ah Dzun. 

The natives were supposed to use this new writing only for pur¬ 
poses of the Christian religion, but they managed to record in it a 
considerable amount of native prophecies, myths, rituals, current 
events, and, most important of all, chronological synopses of their 
own history. During the century following the Conquest a number 
of these native manuscripts were written in northern Yucatan. 
They have been called the “Books of Chilam Balam.” Chilam (or 
Chilan) was the name of a class of priests who were soothsayers, 
prophets, and oracles. Balam, which means “jaguar,” signifies 
something mysterious or hidden. The phrase may be freely trans¬ 
lated “The book of the soothsayer of hidden things.” 

Originally there must have been many of these native manu- 



scripts, but only a few have survived. They were distinguished Smmm 
one from another by the addition of the name of the town where 
each was written. Fragments of ten or twelve are known, of which 
the most important are the Books of Chilam Balam of Mani, Tizi- 
min, Chumayel, Kaua, Ixil, Tusik, and the Codex Perez, which is 
a nineteenth-century compilation containing rescripts from others 
which are now lost. 

Historically, the most significant sections of the Books of Chi¬ 
lam Balam are the « kahlay katunob or native chronicles, which 
set forth briefly the leading events of Maya history. There are five 
of these chronicles preserved in the Books of Chilam Balam—one 
in the Mani manuscript, one in the Tizimin manuscript, and three 
in the Chumayel manuscript. Of these, the Mani, the Tizimin, and 
the first Chumayel « kahlay katunob give the most accurate sum¬ 
maries of Postclassic history. There is in fact little doubt that the 
« kahlay katunob of the Books of Chilam Balam are literal trans¬ 
lations of Maya historical codices, the originals of which are now 
lost. 

THE POPOL VUH AND THE ANNALS OF THE CAKCHIQUELS 

In the highlands of Guatemala, among the Quiche and Cakchi- 
quel Maya, a similar body of native literature developed, written 
in the Quiche and Cakchiquel languages, using the letters of the 
Spanish script. 

The Popol Vuh or “Book of the Quiche” is the most outstand¬ 
ing work of this nature among the southern Maya. It preserves 
fragments of the cosmogony, religion, mythology, migration tra¬ 
ditions, and history of the Quiche, who were the most powerful 
Maya people of the southern highlands. The elegance of the lan¬ 
guage and the literary style of the Popol Vuh emphasize the loss 
we have sulfered in the annihilation of Quiche learning by the 
Spanish Conquest. 

The Annals of the Cakchiquels treats more of the history of 
that people and less of their cosmogony, mythology, and religion. 

It covers a longer time than the Popol Vuh of the Quiche, and de¬ 
scribes events of the Conquest and the post-Conquest periods. 
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ASTRONOMICAL KNOWLEDGE 


256 


THE SOLAR YEAR 

The Maya had a fixed calendar year of only 365 days with 
which to measure an astronomical phenomenon which, according to 
modern measurements, requires 365.2422 days to complete. The 
Maya priests realized the discrepancy between their calendar year 
and the true solar year and by means of the Secondary Series took 
care of the accumulated error. The calendar-correction formula 
worked out by the astronomer-priests at Copan in the sixth or sev¬ 
enth century was slightly more accurate than our Gregorian Jeap- 
year correction, which was not introduced until 1582, as the follow¬ 
ing tabulation will show: 


Length of the year according to modern astronomy.365.2422 days 

Length of our old, uncorrected Julian year.365.2500 days 

Length of our present, corrected Gregorian year.365.2425 days 


Length of the year according to ancient Maya astronomy. 365.2420 days 


THE MOON 

The Maya had also made advances in measuring the exact 
length of a lunation. According to the perfected observation of 
modern astronomers, this period is 29.53059+ days. Since Maya 
arithmetic had no fractions, how did the priests measure such a 
53,059 

complex fraction as ^__ + of a day? The result was accom- 

100 jOOO 

plished much as we keep our own calendar year in harmony with 
the true year by the leap-year correction. We have three years of 
365 days each, followed by a fourth which is 366 days long. Cen¬ 
turies which are divisible by 400 are leap years; the others are not. 
Our process gives a slight overcorrection every four years, com¬ 
pensated for by a slight undercorrection once every century. This 
system of chedcs and balances keeps the calendar closely in harmony 
with the natural year. 

At first, the Maya may have tried out a revolution of the moon 
composed of 30 days, but they soon saw that the actual new moons 
were falling short of this. Next, they allowed 29 days for a luna- 






tion, only to discover that the moons were exceeding 29 days in 
length. When this happened, they may next have tried alternating 
lunations of 29 and 30 days. 

But even this correction failed them, although more slowly. 
Every two lunations of this kind gave an average lunation of 29.5 
days, but the exact figure is 29.53059+ days. This kind of lunar 
calendar gained on the actual phenomenon at the rate of 
3,059 

^^ '+ of a day every lunation, an error which reached one en- 

lOOjOOO 

tire day in every iH years. Finally, an accurate lunar calendar was 
developed by the age-old process of trial and error. 

On pages 51 to 58 of the Codex Dresdensis, 405 consecutive 
lunations (about 32^ years) are presented, arranged in 69 groups. 
These groups are usually composed of six lunations each, but occa¬ 
sionally have only five. In the 60 six-lunation groups, each totals 
either 178 days or 177 days, depending upon whether three or four 
30-day months have been used, giving 30 + 29 + 30 + 29 + 30 + 
30 = 178 days, or 30 + 29 + 30 + 29 + 30 + 29 = 177 days. 
Each of the 9 five-lunation groups totals 148 days, or 30 + 29 + 
30 + 29 + 30 = 148, These pages of the Codex Dresdensis are a 
solar eclipse table, since the closing days of each of these groups 
are days upon which, under certain conditions, a solar eclipse would 
be visible somewhere on the earth. The extra 30-day lunar months 
are so skillfully interpolated that nowhere throughout these 405 
successive lunations does the discrepancy between the calendar 
placement and the actual appearance of new moons amount to one 
day. 


ASTRONOMICAL OBSERVATORIES 

It may be asked how the ancient Maya achieved such a high 
degree of astronomical accuracy without the instruments upon 
which modern astronomers depend. However, if the lines of sight 
are sufficiently long, accuracy to within less than a day’s error may 
be achieved in fixing the synodical or apparent revolution, as op¬ 
posed to sidereal or true revolution, of many of the heavenly 
bodies. Maya temples are sufficiently high to otoin clear lines of 



sight from their summits to distant points on the horizon. A pair 
of crossed sticks was set up inside the temple on top of a pyramid. 
From this as a fixed observation point, the place where the sun, 
moon, or planets rose or set was noted with reference to some natu¬ 
ral feature on the horizon. When the heavenly body under obser¬ 
vation rose or set behind this same point a second time, it had made 
one complete synodical revolution. 

Although the three known Maya codices have no representa¬ 
tions of observatories, pictures of them are found in the Mexican 
codices. Figure ^oa shows an observatory from the Codex Nuttall. 
In the doorway of a temple is a pair of crossed sticks, and looking 
out through them is the head of a man. In Figure 30^, from the 
Codex Selden, an eye appears in the notch made by a ^ir of crossed 
sticks in the temple doorway. Another Mexican codex, the Bod¬ 
leian, shows an eye between two crossed sticks, a star descending into 
a notch, and two observers (Fig. 30c). With such simple instru¬ 
ments the ancient Maya probably also predicted eclipses and the 
heliacal risings and settings of the Morning and Evening Stars. 



Fig. 30. —Representations of astronomical observatories in the Mexican codices: 
{a) from the Codex Nuttall j (l^) from the Codex Selden j (c) from the Codex 
Bodleian. 


VENUS 

Venus was one of the most important stars observed by the 
ancient Maya astronomers. There seem to have been at least two 
names for \V.Noh ek, “the great star” j and xux ek, “the wasp star.” 
Landa mentions Venus as the Morning Star but gives no specific 
name for it: “They used the Pleiades and Gemini as guides by 
night, so as to know the hour of the Morning Star.” 






The planet Venus makes one synodical revolution in almost 
exactly 583.920 days. The individual revolutions run in series of 
five—approximately 580, 587, 583, 583, and 587 days each, but 
any five consecutive revolutions average close to 583.920 days 
each. The Maya called this period 584 days, but they knew that 
this value was a little too high. 

Venus in its synodical revolution divides into four periods: (i) 
after inferior conjunction it is Morning Star for roughly 240 days; 
(2) it then disappears for about 90 days during superior conjunc¬ 
tion; (3) it reappears as Evening Star for another 240 days; (4) 
it disappears again for 14 days during inferior conjunction. The 
Maya astronomer-priests arbitrarily assigned slightly different 
values to these four phases of Venus, although the total number 
of days in one synodial revolution always remained 584 days. Ac¬ 
cording to Maya astronomy, Venus was Morning Star for 236 
days; invisible during superior conjunction for 90 days; Evening 
Star for 250 days; and invisible during inferior conjunction for 8 
days—making a total of 584 days. It has been suggested that the 
lengths of these four Venus phases were arbitrarily fixed to agree 
with lunations. 

Ascribing 584 days to one synodiral revolution of Venus made 
it a little too long. The Maya priests were aware of this error of 
8/100 of a day every 584 days and knew how to correct it. One of 
their important ceremonial periods was a time unit composed of 5 
synodical revolutions of Venus (5 X 584= 2,920 days). They 
also had discovered that this period was equal to 8 of their calendar 
years (8 X 365 = 2,920 days), a coincidence which was useful to 
them. It combined 8 solar years with 5 Venus years and supplied 
a convenient period for correcting the Venus calendar, which was 
falling behind the apparent Venus year at the rate of 2/5 of a day 
every 8 calendar years. 

As presented in the Codex Dresdensis, the Venus calendar is 
really three distinct calendars, each composed of 65 synodical revo¬ 
lutions of the planet. Each Venus calendar is equal to 104 calendar 
years, but there is an overlap between the first and second, and an¬ 
other overlap between the second arid third. The corrections were 
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inserted at these points, at which the calendar Venus-year of 584 
days overran the synodical Venus-year. By the end of the 57th 
Veniis-solar period of this first calendar, the accumulated error had 
reached 8 days. By dropping back 8 days from this date, the zero 
date of the second calendar is reached. At the end of the 61st 
Venus-solar period of the second calendar, an error of 4 days had 
accumulated, and by dropping back 4 days from this point in the 
second calendar, the zero date of the third calendar is reached. By 
the use of this table the Venus-solar period was kept in harmony 
with the movements of the planet for 384 years before the accumu¬ 
lated error began to render the table useless. 

OTHER STARS AND CONSTELLATIONS 

The Pleiades were called tzaby the Maya word for the rattles 
of a rattlesnake, perhaps because of their fancied resemblance. 
Gemini was called “the tortoise.” 

It has been suggested that the ancient Maya may have had their 
own zodiac, composed of thirteen houses, and that this Maya zodiac 
may be represented on pages 23 and 24 of the Codex Peresianus. If 
so, the first three signs, or houses, seem to have been Scorpion, Tor¬ 
toise, and Rattlesnake. These are the first three figures shown 
hanging from a constellation band in the middle section of page 24 
(Fig. 29). 

The North Star was also of great importance. Its apparent im¬ 
mobility and the orderly procession of the other constellations 
around it made it a dependable beacon. 



ARCHITECTURE 


NATURE OF THE MAYA CITIES AND POPULATION 

THERE IS NO evidence thus far that the archaeological sites of 
the Classic stage are the ruins of cities and towns; there is on the 
other hand much evidence that they were religious centers to which 
the Maya resorted only for ceremonies. The Maya seem to have 
lived in small groups probably only of family size, in thatched 
huts scattered over the countryside. 

By the time the first Spaniards visited the Yucatecan Maya 
this situation had changed. Landa, in describing a sixteenth-century 
Maya town, says: 

Before the Spaniards had conquered that country [Yucatan] the natives 
lived together in towns in a very civilized fashion. They kept the land 
well cleared and free from weeds, and planted very good trees. Their 
dwelling-place was as follows—in the middle of the town were their tem¬ 
ples with beautiful plazas, and all around the temples stood the houses of 
the lords and priests and then [those of] the most important people. Thus 
came the houses of the richest, and of those who were held in the highest 
estimation nearest to these, and at the outskirts of the town were the houses 
of the lowest class. 

The striking change from a dispersed living pattern to one of 
concentrated town settlement took place, with little question, after 
the Toltecs came into Yucatan, and is described in chapter v. 

Our best information on the living patterns of the Classic-stage 
Maya comes from the study of the domestic settlements near Uax- 
actun, which was carried out as follows: A large cross was laid out 
on the ground with its center at the main group of ruins, each arm 
being 400 yards wide and i mile long from the central point to 
its end. Each arm was divided into 68 squares, 100 yards to a side; 



each square contained io,ooo square yards, making a total of 272 
squares for the four arms of the cross, or 2,720,000 square yards. 
It was thought that these squares would give a fair sample of the 
land in the immediate vicinity of the ceremonial and governmental 
center. Each square was examined carefully for traces of artificial 
construction, especially for vestiges of house sites, which would 
appear only as low mounds a foot or two above the ground level. 
The houses themselves, built of thatch and sapling, would have 
disappeared within a decade after the city was abandoned. 

The survey showed that 43 per cent of the area examined was 
composed of logwood swamps or other uninhabitable terrain, leav¬ 
ing 57 per cent available for human occupation. Of this area, 
400,000 square yards (14.7 per cent) were occupied by Groups 
A and E, the largest of the eight plaza-complexes at Uaxactun. 
This left a remainder of 1,140,000 square yards (114 squares) or 
about 42.3 per cent of the total area examined for domestic hous¬ 
ing. These 114 squares contained 52 house mounds and 50 water 
reservoirs {chuUuns), though no specific relationship between their 
locations could be ascertained. 

Since the known occupation of Uaxactun lasted over a thousand 
years it seems likely that only a fraction of the house locations 
were occupied at one time. Although the normal Maya thatch 
house does not last more than about thirty years it is also probable 
that house mounds are often the result of several rebuildings of 
a house. Assuming occupancy of one out of eight houses, with 
five persons per house, gives a density of 136 persons per square 
mile. This density should be further lowered if it is taken into 
account that the normal Maya homestead insists of two or more 
houses and that about one-third of the hou^ mounds near Uaxactun 
were in groups. ) 

It is impossible to say how large ah area was served by the 
religious and governmental center at Uaxactun, but it must be 
remembered that Tikal, the largest known Classic Maya center, is 
only ten miles away. This argues for a restricted drawing area 
for Uaxactun as well as an unusual density of population in the 
Uaxactun-Tikal region. 




The problem of the population of the Maya lowland area may SJLw 
be attacked from an entirely different approach, that of the arry- 
ing capacity of the land. The modern state of Yucatan has an 
average population density of about 30 persons per square mile. 
Statistics over a recent ten-year period show that although a con¬ 
siderable percentage of the land is now planted to henequen, an 
export crop, the Imports of com amount to only about 2 per cent 
of the total required to sustain the native population, for whom 
this is still the chief staple. 

If we accept a figure of 30 persons per square mile as the aver¬ 
age carrying capacity over the whole lowland area—even with a 
possible error to half or double that density—^we are faced with 
an amazing disparity between this area and a highland area such 
as the Valley of Mexico, where population density at the time of 
the Spanish Conquest is with some reliability estimated at about 
500 per square mile. Theories that cultural advancement is pro¬ 
portional to population density are popular among present-day 
archaeologists, but do not easily explain the pre-eminence of the 
Classic Maya among New World cultures. 

A comparison of the amount and quality of human labor re¬ 
quired to build religious centers is useful as a check against the 
archaeological and agricultural approaches given above. 

The Pyramid of the Sun, which is the largest structure in the 
Valley of Mexico and the second largest in Mesoamerica, contains 
about a million cubic meters of earth. It is estimated that the 
spare-time labor available from a population of 10,000 working 
over a twenty-year period would allow the amassing of this huge 
temple substructure. Such manpower could probably have been 
recruited within easy walking distance of Teotihuacan because of 
the dense population possible in the valley. 

The largest of the Maya pyramids ranges little over 50,000 
cubic meters in volume. This is a twentieth of the Pyramid of the 
Sun, a proportion surprisingly (perhaps even coincidentally) close 
to our population density estimates for the two areas (500 com¬ 
pared to 30). It thus seems clear that at our density estimates there 
were enough Maya to build the religious centers even taking into 




account the extra labor necessary to gather wood for limekilns and 
to carve the great amount of carefully cut masonry and elaborate 
sculpture characteristic of Maya buildings. 

The kind of labor required to raise the Maya temples suggests 
an insight into the characteristics rather than the density of the 
Maya population. Without question the Maya labor force included 
a large percentage of skilled artisans, woodsmen, lime burners, 
masons, architects, and sculptors, in comparison with the relatively 
small proportion of skilled labor required to raise such a huge but 
simply formed mass as the Pyramid of the Sun. 

The Puuc area in the state of Yucatan is a particularly reward¬ 
ing area for population study because of the limited water supply. 
Pottery samples from the four largest sites of the area—Uxmal, 
Kabah, Labna, and Sayil—show that these ceremonial centers, in 
nurked contrast to some 15 other sites sampled in Yucatan, had an 
occupational span limited to only about 250 years at the end of 
the Classic stage. A sudden influx of population into the Puuc area 
seems to have depended upon the development of a technique to 
store drinking water. 

Although in the northern Yucatan plain the water table is high 
enough so that water can be easily obtained throughout the year 
from natural cenotes or from shallow wells which the Maya dug, 
the Puuc area contains almost no water sources during the six-month 
dry season. Water is hauled at times to this area to supply even 
the sparse modern population of about 5 persons per square mile. 
Yearly rainfall is, however, well above that of the northern plain 
and the area has a reputation for agricultural fertility. 

The Puuc area is notable for the occurrence of chultunesy Maya 
cisterns carved into the limestone bedrock or built into the stone 
fill of the plazas of the ceremonial centers. Chultunes are usually 
hemispheroid, with a flat bottom and a hole about 40 centimeters 
in diameter at the top. They show signs of an interior coat of plas¬ 
ter, and invariably underlie the remmns of a plastered floor, so 
sloped as to drain into the cistern. The chultun mouth often is 
covered by a carefully beveled stone lid set flush with the floor sur¬ 
face, presumably to eliminate the danger of falling in. The chul- 



tunes are found in major numbers under the plazas of ceremonial 
centers, and are also characteristic of the small domestic sites which 
dot the area, but are not found on the Yucatan plain to the north. * ^ 
The size of chultunes is quite constant, with an average capacity 
of about 7,500 gallons. According to computations based on 
monthly rainfall figures for the Puuc, and upon the water con¬ 
sumption of individuals in this area, a chultun could have comfor¬ 
tably supplied about 2 5 people with drinking and cooking water the 
year around, and the chultunes in one of the larger centers could 
have supplied between 2,000 and 6,000 people permanently. A 
single chultun would thus have furnished sufficient water for an 
extended family if settled in a residential site—and the sites ob¬ 
served are of a size which makes occupation by such a group 
likely. 

The four major Puuc ceremonial centers—Uxmal, Kabah, 

Sayil, and Labna—form a chain about 20 miles long. If it be as¬ 
sumed that they were used for periodic worship by the population 
within a lo-mile radius, they must have served an area of about 
750 square miles, or 22,500 people, if population be computed at 
30 per square mile. This figure corresponds neatly to the water 
utilization figures given above. The samples of pottery from these 
ceremonial centers came from the ground along the bases of plazas, 
where it had accumulated when discarded from above. It included 
cooking pots, but little evidence of any but domestic pottery. With¬ 
out doubt it came from Maya families picnicking on the ceremonial 
plazas, gathered for religious and perhaps other community func¬ 
tions. 

The various lines of evidence seem to chedc each other, and 
to form a picture of a relatively light and surprisingly dispersed 
population. This sort of a population patterning is extremely un¬ 
usual if not unique among known high cultures. The economic 
inducements and compulsion which could readily be applied by 
the rulers of concentrated urban settlements to obtmn the co-oper¬ 
ation of the people for commimity work are not readily applicable 
in this situation; in fact the Maya show a long history of non-co- 
operation in governmental projects since the Spanish Conquest. 



During the nineteenth-century War of the Castes, the Maya farm¬ 
ers simply moved into the southern jungle areas when military 
control was attempted. The strong priestly control of Classic times 
which resulted in the magnificent Puuc centers must have been of 
a noneconomic nature. The remarkably rich and closely integrated 
Maya religion must have provided the impetus for the great 
amount of voluntary labor required. 

The Classic-stage Maya settlement pattern differs markedly 
from the modern Yucatecan living patterns described by Redfield 
and his associates. It is hard to reconstruct a folk-urban continuum 
among a people who lived in the country, but spent many days per 
year worshiping in the “city.” The great strength of Classic-stage 
Maya society is well documented in the surprisingly uniform and 
elaborate religious architecture, iconography, calendrics, and art, 
over an area which dwarfs other New World archaeological regions 
in size. However, the weakness which permitted Maya Classic cul¬ 
ture to disintegrate in the central area, and to fall ready prey to 
what must have been a relatively small number of Toltec invaders 
in the north, must still be sought in the system itself rather than in 
outside influences. 

The effects of Mexican mainland influence on the way of life 
of the Postclassic Yuatecans were obviously great. The Puuc area 
was abandoned, seemingly at the height of its cultural develop¬ 
ment. The ataclysmic nature of this event is obvious if it be re¬ 
membered that this area shows the largest, most concentrated, and 
most elaborate mass of architecture of pre-Columbian America. A 
tremendous burst of religious construction at Chichen Itza fol¬ 
lowed the Puuc abandonment. It is lilfiily that the Puuc was 
vacated under some compulsion such as th* destruction of the chul- 
tunes, which, as we know archaeologically, ceased to be built at this 
time. 

There are no known Postdassic sites south of the Yucatan plain. 
The two major sites, Chichen Itza and Mayapan, are in areas no¬ 
table for concentration of cenotes of such size as to guarantee water 
for a large and concentrated population. At Chichen Itza there is 
no evidence that the settlement pattern is different from that of the 



Puuc sites} the people seem to have remained scattered in residence, 
coming to the religious center at intervals for ceremonies. 

At Mayapan, however, a striking and very significant change 
can be seen. The recent Carnegie Institution program has shown 
that the site was a genuine city rather than a religious center. A 
stone wall designed for defense encloses an area of 1.4 square 
miles. Within this area are a major religious precinct and some 
2,100 definitely identified house ruins, a concentration of many 
times the density of that around Uaxactun. Mayapan unquestion¬ 
ably consisted of people who were near neighbors, as the classic 
Maya never had been. Religious ceremonies had ceased to be their 
only occasion for gathering in groups. 

The change from Maya living patterns to Mexican was not, 
however, complete. The Toltec towns were built of contiguous 
walled houses, separated only by courts and irregular passages, 
while at Mayapan the country homestead seems to have survived, 
adapted to the narrowing confines of city life much like the houses 
of retired farmers in a small American town. Each Mayapan 
house, or group of two or three houses, stands in a yard surrounded 
by a low dry-stone wall. Landa seems to describe such homesteads 
in sixteenth-century Yucatan: 

. . . and they had their improved lands planted with wine trees and they 
sowed cotton, pepper and maize, and they lived thus close together for fear 
of their enemies, who took them captive, and it was owing to the wars of 
the Spaniards that they scattered to the woods. 

The walled yard is still a regular feature of Maya town life, 
a source of vegetables, fruit, and honey, and a further evidence of 
the strength of tradition among the Maya. 

CLASSIFICATION OF THE CENTERS OF POPULATION 

The basic criteria in classif)ang the Maya religious centers ac¬ 
cording to their relative importance would seem to be: (i) their 
respective areasj (2) the number and extent of the architectural 
remains; and (3) the number and excellence of their sculptured 
monuments. Even such obvious standards of comparison, however, 



are open to serious objections and lead to conflicting results. Some 
sites are outstanding because of the size, number, and decoration 
of their buildings, but they have few sculptured monuments. 
Others have relatively insignificant architectural remains, but nu¬ 
merous and notable sculptured monuments. Moreover, we do not 
know what sites were distinguished by the excellence of their ce¬ 
ramic wares, jade carving, featherwork, and weaving, though these 
crafts were highly esteemed by the ancient Maya, For the purposes 
of a rough classification, however, we will use the three criteria 
given here. 

A classifiation into four groups has been made in Table, VII, 
and is shown in Plate 19, where the first-, second-, third-, and 
fourth-class centers are represented by different symbols. 

Before describing some of the important centers, a further 
word of explanation about Table VII is necessary. All except 
eleven of the sites listed in this table have this point in common: 
regardless of their sizes, they all have one or more hieroglyphic 
inscriptions. The exceptions are Holmul, in the central region, and 
Mani, T’ho, Izamal, Sotuta, El Tabasqueno, Chunchintok, Ho- 
chob, Ppustunich, Civiltuk, and Acanceh in the northern region. 

Although there are only four Class i sites listed in Table VII 
(Tikal, Copan, Chichen Itza, and Uxmal), there are two others— 
Calakmul in the central Peten region and Coba in northeastern 
Yucatan—which perhaps should also be included in Class i. 
Calakmul has more monuments (103) than any other city of the 
Maya civilization, and Coba has extensive architectural remains, 
as well as numerous sculptured stelae (24). Both sites, however, 
have been assigned to Class 2. In spite of the mass production of 
monuments at Calakmul, the individual sculptured stelae are for 
the most part of little esthetic merit j although there are many 
buildings at Coba, its twenty-four sculptured stelae are mediocre 
in character, and not to be compared with, for example, the monu¬ 
ments at Copan. 

Of the nineteen centers listed in Class 2, twelve are in the heart 
of the Peten} one (Tonina) is in the southwestern highlands; one 



TABLE VII 

CukuincATioN or trb Cbntbm of thi Mata Civilization Accmummo 
TO Thur Supfoied Dbcrbu op Rblative Importanci 
IN Ancient Timei 


Tikal 

Calikmol 

Balakbal 

Uolantnn 

Bonampak 

Copin 

Cob 

Xmakabatnn 

Kazuinic 

El Amparo 

Chichen 

Uaxactun 

Chochkitam 

El Encanto 

Qaezil 

Itz* 

Xaltan 

Ucanal 

Izknn 

Jonuta 

Uzmil 

La Honradez 

Tzimin Kaz 

Yaltitnd 

Tila 


Nakom 

Seibal 

Bcnque Viejo 

Comitan 


Naranjo 

Altar do 

Ckunhaitz 

Tenam 


Yaxchilan 

Sacrificioi 

Cancuen 

Quen Santo 


Piedrai 

Itsimte 

Agnaa Calientei 

Ichputnn 

Negraa 

Polol 

El Caribe 

Sanu Rita 

Naacktnn 

Tayasal 

La Amelia 

CotomI 

Quirigua 

Yazha 

Laguna Perdida 

Dzilam 

El Palmar 

Lubaantun 

Motnl de San 

Jaina 

Rio Bee 

Pttsilha 

JoU 

Ichmnl 

Palenqoe 

Tzibanclie 

Izln 

Tabil 

Tonina 

Uzul 

San Clemente 

Dzibilnocac 

Kabah 

Becan 

La Florida 

Cave of Loltnn 

Sayil 

Ozpemul 

Rio AmariUo 

Ikil 

Etzna 

Xamantun 

Lot Higoi 

Pechal 

SanU Rom 

Alta Mira 

Ozlahuntnn 

Paiidn del 

Xtampak 

Comalcaloo 

Tzendalei 

Critto 


Chuctiepa 

Lacanha 

El TabasqneXo 


Chinkultic 

El Cayo 

Chunchintok 


Tulum 

La Mar 

Hochob 


Labna 

Chinikiha 

Ppnttunich 


Mayapan 

El Tortngnero 

Civilnik 


Qzkintok 

Santo Ton 

Acanceh 


Kenic 

Santa Elena 

Dzibilchalton 


Holactnn 

Xcoloc 

Huntichmnl I 

Nohpat 

Tzo^en 

La Milpa 
Holmol 

Yaznna 

Mani 

Tho 

Izamal 

Sotnta 

Poco Uinic 

Chama 


4dtei 


39 ritM 


19 litei 


S4«»« 
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(Rio Bee) is in the Chenes area of central Campeche} and five are 
in northern Yucatan. 

The chief difficulty in making the classification shown in Table 
VII was to distinguish between small Class 2 and large Class 3 sites. 
The question may well be raised whether it would not be better to 
group all Class 2 and Class 3 sites together, and have only three 
classes. The principal objection to such a procedure is that it in¬ 
volves grouping together sites of such widely differing importance 
as Yaxchilan, Piedras Negras, and Palenque on the one hand, and 
Chochkitam, Becan, and Tzocchen on the other. Rather than in¬ 
clude such important dties as the first three in the same group with 
such relatively unimportant ones as the last three, it seems much 
better to hold to the original fourfold classification. 

One point should be borne in mind concerning the Class 4 sites: 
in assigning sites to this class, neither their areas nor the size and 
number of their architectural remains have been taken into con¬ 
sideration. Assignments to this class have been made solely upon 
the basis of their having hieroglyphic inscriptions, though not more 
than four or five each. 


DESCRIPTIONS OF THE MORE IMPORTANT MAYA SITES 

Unfortunately the andent names of the majority of the dties 
of the central area have been lost, with the possible exception of 
Copan. This site was called Copan as early as the sixteenth century, 
when the Spaniards first reached the region, but it had long since 
been abandoned and there are grave doubts as to whether this was 
its original name. As to the names of the other Classic-stage cen¬ 
ters, probably not one antedates the close of the eighteenth century. 
Many of them have been named by modern archaeologists during 
the last fifty years. 

The situation is only slightly better for the northern area. We 
know the original names of about half a dozen sites from the Books 
of Chilam Balam—Chichen Itza, Chakanputun, Uxmal, Maya- 
pan, Izamal, Coba, and Pho (the modem Merida)—^but the an¬ 
dent names of many others have long since been forgotten. 



TIKAL, THE LARGEST CITY OF THE MAYA CIVIUZATION 

The largest and probably the oldest center of the Maya civi¬ 
lization was Tikal in northern central Peten (Plate 31a). The 
temple and governmental precincts cover almost a square mile, but 
beyond this there are smaller plazas, surrounded by ruined build¬ 
ings, which extend outward with decreaang frequency for two or 
three miles. Tikal may be divided into nine groups, A-I, of which 
the most important is Group A (Plate 32). This group is built on 
an artificially leveled tongue of land between two ravines. It is 
connected by a graded stone causeway with Group G to the south¬ 
east, and by a longer auseway crossing the north ravine with 
Groups E and H to the north; Groups D and H are connected 
directly by a third causeway. Group I, not included on the map, 
lies southeast of Group G, to which it is connected by a causeway. 

The outstanding architectural characteristic of Tikal is its six 
great pyramid-temples, the highest constructions in the Maya area 
(Plate pa). From the ground level to the tops of their roof combs, 
the temples measure as follows: Temple 1 ,155 feet; Temple II, 
143 feet; Temple III, 178 feet; Temple IV, 229 feet (see Plates 
523 and 70^); and Temple V, 188 feet. 

These enormous constructions are also noteworthy for their fine 
wood carvings. The twelve doorways in these temples were origi¬ 
nally spanned by lintels of sapodilla wood, eight of them carved 
with magnificent representations of religious ceremonies. Most of 
these have either been destroyed or removed to foreign museums; 
the finest is now in the Museum of Archaeology at Basle, Switzer¬ 
land (Plate 33<?). Figure 31 shows part of another lintel; the 
figure of a halach uinic is seated on his throne, while rising behind 
him is the figure of a jaguar. 

While the architecture of Tikal is imposing, stone sculpture is 
undistinguished except for that of the Early Period (317-593). 
Of the eighty-six stelae known at Tikal, only twenty-one are sculp¬ 
tured. It has been suggested that the unsculptured stelae were 
originally covered with plaster and painted with figures and hiero¬ 
glyphs, but proof is lacking. Of the twenty-one sculptured stelae 
at Tikal, all but five date from the Early Period. 



t b) Copan, Honduras. 



t c) Quirigua, Guatemala, 


Plate 31.—Painiings of Cities of the Classic Stacje dv Carlos Vierra 






























































t a) Wooden lintel, Temple IV, Tikal. 


Plate 33.—-Sculptures of the Classic Stage 


i i) Sanctuary tablet. Temple of the Cross, Palenque, 






















Fig. 31. —Part of a 
wooden door lintel 
from Temple IV, 
Tikal, Peten, Guate¬ 
mala. Now in the 
British Museum, 
London. 
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COPAN 


The second largest center in the southern half of the peninsula 
• was Copan, the scientific center of the Classic stage. This city con¬ 
sists of a main group and sixteen dependent subgroups, one seven 
miles distant from the ceremonial center. The Main Structure 
(Plates 31^, 34, and 37^) covers about seventy-five acres and is 
composed of the Acropolis and five adjoining plazas. The Acropo¬ 
lis is an architectural complex of pyramids, terraces, and temples, 
which by reason of constant additions has grown into one great 
masonry mass. It covers twelve acres of ground and rises 125 feet 
at its highest point. It supports the three finest temples in the city: 
Temple 26, dedicated in 756 on completion of the Hieroglyphic 
Stairway} Temple r i, also erected in 756 in memory of an impor¬ 
tant astronomical discovery made at Copan (the determination of 
the exact length of the intervals between eclipses)} and Temple 22, 
dedicated in 771 to the planet Venus. 

There are five courts or plazas at the Main Structure: (i) the 
Main Plaza, (2) the Middle Court, (3) the Court of the Hiero¬ 
glyphic Stairway, and, on the Acropolis, (4) the Eastern Court, and 
(5) the Western Court. The Main Plaza, 250 feet square and sur¬ 
rounded on three sides by tiers of stone seats, has a pyramid at the 
center of the fourth side. There are nine sculptured monuments 
in this court alone, and a number of elaborately carved altars. 

The Court of the Hieroglyphic Stairway is 310 feet long by 
125 feet wide} at one end, just behind Stela M and its altar, rises 
the Hieroglyphic Stairway, 33 feet wide and composed of 62 steps. 
The faces of these steps are sculptured with i,5CX) to 2,000 indi¬ 
vidual glyphs, the longest inscription in Maya hieroglyphic writ¬ 
ing (Plate 35c). At the middle point of every twelfth step there 
is a large seated anthropomorphic statue. This monumental sculp¬ 
tured stairway leads to Temple 26. 

Both the East and West Courts on the Aaopolis proper have 
floor levels considerably above the general grcaind level. The East 
Court has the beautiful Jaguar Stairway (Plate 35^) on its western 
side, flanked by figures of rampant jaguars} their bodies were origi¬ 
nally incrusted with disb of polished bla± obsidian to simulate the 

















t a) Jaguar Stairway, East Court, the Acropolis. 


Plate 35.—Views of Copan 


i If) Figure from the Jaguar Stairway. 


I c) Hieroglyphic Stairway, Temple 26. 























spots of a jaguar (Plate 35^), The West Court has a fine Review¬ 
ing Stand, Stela P—the latest monument of the Early Period 
(Plate 6 ']d )—^and several handsome altars. 

One of the most interesting archaeological features at Copan 
is the aoss-section of the Acropolis exposed by the Copan River 
(Plate 36). Since the city was abandoned in the early ninth cen¬ 
tury, the Copan River has changed its course and has cut away a 
great portion of the eastern base of the Acropolis, exposing a ver¬ 
tical face 118 feet high at the highest point and nearly i,000 feet 
long at the base. This is the largest archaeological cross-section in 
the world, and a number of earlier plaza floor-levels can be clearly 
distinguished in it. 

The Carnegie Institution of Washington has been working at 
Copan in co-operation with the government of Honduras since 
1935. The course of the Copan River has been changed to its 
original channel so that the Acropolis is no longer threatened with 
destruction (Plate 37«). More than a dozen fallen and broken 
monuments have been repaired and re-erected (Plate 68), much 
enhancing the appearance of this group of ruins. Temples 11,2i«, 
22, 26, and the Ball Court (Structures 9 and 10) have been ex¬ 
cavated and repaired, and several tunnels have been driven through 
the Acropolis in order to find whether it contained earlier construc¬ 
tions. 

One of the most significant discoveries at Copan was the finding 
of two small fragments of gold, the feet of a hollow figurine, in 
the foundation of Stela H dedicated in 782. These are the only 
pieces of metal ever recovered from a Classic-stage site (Fig. 

There is evidence that Copan was a great center of learning in 
the Classic stage, especially in the field of astronomy; the formulas 
of the astronomer-priests for determination of the true length of 
the solar year and of the eclipse periods were more accurate than 
those of any other center. 
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CHICHENITZA 

The greatest Postclassic metropolis and sacred city was Chichen 
Itza in northeastern Yucatan. The dty reached its zenith in the 



Pi^TE 36.— Section of the Acropolis at Copan, Exposed 
BY THE CoPAT^ River 










































Plate 37. —Air Views of Classic-Stage Sites 
I Coba, Quintana Roo. 


























































t <») Chichen Itza. 


38.—Air Views of Yucatecan Sites 


I h) Uxmal, 



















































































eleventh and twelfth centuries under Mexican rulers who had es- ImS 
tablished themselves there in the tenth century (Plate 45^). The 
civic and religious precincts cover an areai nearly two miles long by ^ 
a mile wide. While extending over a greater area than Tikal, the 
groups at Chichen Itza are less numerous, smaller, and more scat¬ 
tered (Plates 38®, 39, and 45^). 

The architecture shows two distinct styles: (i) a Maya period, 
the buildings of which date from the eighth to tenth centuries, and 
(2) a Toltec period, the buildings of which date from the eleventh 
and twelfth centuries and show many architectural features im¬ 
ported from central Mexico. 

One of the striking architectural features at Chichen Itza are 
the pyramid-temples with feathered-serpent columns. Seven of 
these pyramids are known, of which the Castillo, or principal 
Temple of Kukulcan, is the largest and possibly the oldest (Plate 
44<*). One, the Temple of the Chac Mool, is buried in the pyramid 
supporting the later Temple of the Warriors. These serpent-col¬ 
umn temples were dedicated to Kukulcan, the Feathered Serpent, 
who was the patron deity of Chichen Itza. The style seems to have 
been an importation from central Mexico during the tenth century 
(Plates 40^ and 41^). 

There are seven ball courts known at Chichen Itza; six that were 
still in use when the city was last occupied, and an earlier one buried 
under a later terrace behind the Monjas. The ball coiuts vary in 
size; the largest, which is in the northern part of the city, is 545 
feet long by 225 feet wide on the outside, while the actual field of 
play is 480 feet long by 120 feet wide (Plate 4i«); the smallest 
court behind the Red House is only 65 feet long and 20 feet wide. 

A stone ring was usually set into the middle of each long facing 
wall, and the object of the game was to drive the ball through otic 
of the rings, the openings of which were perpendicular to the 
ground. The balls were solid rubber, and the description of them 
given by the early Spanish historians marks the first European 
notice of rubber. The ball could not be thrown by the hand but 
had to be struck by the elbow, wrist, or hip, and leather pads were 
fastened to these parts of the body. The winning stroke was made 



so rarely that, by an ancient rule of the game, the player making it 
had forfeited to him all the clothing and jewelry of the spectators. 

200 Ijjjl tjjyg driven through the ring, all the spectators 

took to their heels to avoid paying the forfeit, and the friends of 
the lucky player ran after them to exact it» 

Another distinctive feature at Chichen Itza is the use of great 
colonnades, some of them 400 feet long (Plates 40a and 61^). 
Thrones have been found in them, and it has been suggested that 
they were used as council halls. Colonnades completely surround 
the Court of the Thousand Columns, a great open plaza of four 
and a half acres, which may have been the market place of the 
ancient city. There are so many colonnades in this part of Chichen 
Itza that it has been called the Group of the Thousand Columns. 

One of the most important structures is an astronomical obser¬ 
vatory (Plate ifia). This round tower, called the Caracol, is 41 
feet high and surmounts a rectangular terrace 31 feet high. The 
tower has a central core of masonry in which a spiral staircase winds 
up to a small observation chamber near the top of the building. 
The Spanish name for such a stairway is caracol, because of its fan¬ 
cied resemblance to the convolutions of a snail shell. The square 
openings through the thick walls of the chamber (Fig. 32) fix 
certain astronomically important lines of sight. For example, one 
line of sight through the west wall bisects the setting sun on 
March 21, the vernal equinox j other lines coincide with the moon- 
set on this same date. The observation room near the top is still 
partially preserved. 

Chichen Itza is probably better known than any other city of 
the Maya civilization because of the extensive excavations and 
restorations carried on there by the Ministry of Public Education 
of the Mexican government and by the Carnegie Institution of 
Washington since 1924. Quite a large number of buildings have 
been excavated and repaired, wall paintings and sculptures have 
been uncovered, and many archaeological specimens brought to 
light. Among the more spectacular discoveries were a handsome 
turquoise mosaic plaque (Plate 43«) and the Red Jaguar throne, 
a life-sized statue of a jaguar, painted a brilliant red and studded 



with seventy-three disks of jade in imitation of the markings of 
the jaguar (Plate 73c). The mosaic plaque, found in. a covered 
stone urn, was exavated from beneath the floor of the Temple of 
the Chac Mool and the Red Jaguar throne was discovered in the 
temple buried beneath the Castillo (Plate 44«). 

DUE WEST 

SUN SETS ALONG THIS LINE ON 
MARCH 21. THE VERNAL EQUINOX 



Fig. 32. —Plan of the Caracol, Chichen Itza, Yucatan, Mexico, showing its use 
as an astronomical observatoiy. 


In the northern part of the city there are two large natural 
wells or cenotes, which no doubt contributed greatly to the impor¬ 
tance of this site in ancient times—the Xtoloc Cenotej which was 
formerly the water supply of Chichen Itza, and the Well of Sacri¬ 
fice (Plate 42^). During the Mexican Period of the Postclassic, 
Chichen Itza was the most sacred city in Yucatan. Pilgrims came 
there from all parts of Mesoamerica, and sacrifices of every sort 
were hurled into the depths of this well. 



















t a) Caracal or astronomical observatory. 


Plate 42.—Views of Chichen Itza 


I If )' The Sacred Cenote or Well of Sacrifice. 
















































) Turquoise mosaic disk 
found in the Temple 
of the Chac Mool, in¬ 
side the pyramid of 
the Temple of the 
Warriors. —» 



Pla tj: 43.— ^I'uRQL’oisE Mosaic Disk 












t a) The Castillo or principal temple. 


Platk 44. —ViKWs OF Chichkn I r/A 


4, />) Dance platform in front of the Castillo. 






















t b) Chichen Itza (Postclassic Stage),. 
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t c) Uxmal (Late Classic Stage). 

Plate 45.—Paintings of Classic and Postclassic-Stage Cities, 
BY Carlos Vierra 















UXMAL AND KABAH 


• • • 


Uxmal (Plates 38^ and 45c) is loated in a cuplike valley just 
behind the Puuc hills that sweep up from the southwest and south- *93 
east, coming to a point just south of the modem town of Maxcanu. 

The most beautiful Puuc-style buildings in Yucatan are to be 
found at Uxmal (Plates 24a, 46-48, and 51, <», c, and d). In this 
region the Mexican influence, so strongly noticed at Chichen Itza, 
is almost nonexistent; there are no serpent-column temples and no 
colonnades, nor does any building at Uxmal have the sloping base 
so common at Chichen Itza. 

The cutting and fitting of the individual elements of the stone 
mosaic fagades at Uxmal reached a perfection not equaled else¬ 
where. The edges are sharply cut, the surfaces smoothly dressed, 
and the elements are fitted exactly in the intricate patterns of the 
mosaics. Although to our thinking the term mosaic refers to some¬ 
thing small, the elements of these mosaic fagades are sometimes a 
yard in length and may weigh several hundred pounds. The Gov¬ 
ernor’s Palace surmounts a triple terrace 50 feet high and covering 
five acres of ground; the palace itself is 320 feet long, 40 feet wide, 

26 feet high, and contains twenty-four chambers. The elaborate 
mosaics decorating its four fagades are composed of twenty thou¬ 
sand elements (Plate 24a). 

Equally imposing are the Nunnery Quadrangle and adjacent 
House of the Magician (Plates 46-48). The Quadrangle is com¬ 
posed of four buildings with sculptured fagades, arranged around 
the sides of a court 250 feet long by 200 feet wide. This court is 
entered through a central arcade in the building on its south side 
(Plate 46^). The structure on the north side surmounts a terrace 
18 feet high and is reached by a stairway 90feet wide; archi¬ 
tecturally it is the most important unit of the quadrangle, though 
the two flanking units, the so-called East and West Ranges (Plate 
47, a and l>) are scarcely less impressive. The quadrangle pnAably 
served as a residence for the priests, who offidated in the unfortu¬ 
nately misnamed “House of the Magidan” (Plate 48), which was 
the highest construction and prindpal temple at Uxmal. 

Although Puuc architecture predominates at Uxmal, a Chenes 



Strain is also noticeable. This is especially apparent in the west 
facade of the House of the Magician, which is Chenes in general 
character (Plate 48). 

Although Chichen Itza covers more ground than Uxmal, the 
architectural effect of the latter city is more impoang because its 
six largest groups are concentrated in a relatively small area and 
their effect is more inunediate. The largest groups at Uxmal (Plate 
49) are: (i) the Governor’s Palace (Plate 24a )House of the 
Turtles; Ball Court and Great Pyramid (Plate 51a); (2) the 
Nunnery Quadrangle (Plates 46 and 47) and House of the Magi¬ 
cian (Plate 48); (3) the South Group; (4) the Cemetery Group; 
(5) the Northwest Group; and (6) the House of the Old Woman 
and associated structures. 

The region south of the two ranges of hills that converge just 
northwest of Uxmal (Plate i) is called the Puuc. During the ninth 
and tenth centuries, this section of Yucatan supported the densest 
population in the northern half of the peninsula, a population 
which was gathered around many ceremonial centers. The second 
largest of these centers, Kabah, was located nine miles southeast 
of Uxmal and connected to it by a stone causeway. The most in¬ 
teresting structure at Kabah is the so-called Palace of the Masks 
(Plate 56«), which is 151 feet long and contains ten chambers 
arranged in two rows of five each. The chambers of each pair 
are built directly behind each other, with a single outside doorway. 

The exteriors of most Puuc-style buildings are devoid of sculp¬ 
tural decoration below the medial molding, the intricate mosaics 
being concentrated in the- upper half of the facades. The Palace 
of the Masks, however, is different in this respect. It stands on a 
low platform, the face of which is decorated with a single row of 
mask panels; above this is a carved molding, surmounted by the 
lower half of the fajade, which is composed of three rows of mask 
panels running across the front of the building. Above an elabo¬ 
rate medial molding there are again three rows of mask panels, 
the topmost row being surmounted by a terminal molding. 

Another unique featire at Kabah is the stone arch (Plate 56^). 
It stands apart from any other building, at the beginning of the 












t a) East wing of the Nunnery Quadrangle. 
Plate 47. —^Views of Uxmal 


I i) West wing of the Nunnery Quadrangle. 
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Plate 4.9. —Map of the Central Section of Uxmal 



causeway leading to Uxmal, and has a span of fifteen feet. Its 
use is unknown; it may have been erected as a triumphal arch, or 
it may have been dedicated to one of the gods. ^99 

UAXACTUN 

While lack of space prevents an extensive description of all 
the Class 2 cities, a few words may be said about the mo/e impor¬ 
tant ones. 

Uaxactun is noteworthy to the archaeologist for five reasons: 

1. It has the oldest monument yet discovered in the Maya 
area (Plate i6) —Stela 9, dating from 8.14.10.13.15 (a.d. 328). 

In addition, it has ten of the thirteen known stelae dating from 
Baktun 8, toward the end of which the Maya began to erect stone 
monuments. 

2. The Carnegie Institution of Washington carried on inten¬ 
sive archaeological studies at this site for twelve years (1926-37), 
and invaluable scientific data were gathered. Archaeologial mate¬ 
rial of all kinds was collected, including some of the finest poly¬ 
chrome pottery ever found in the Maya area. Due to these excava¬ 
tions, more is known about Uaxactun than about any other dty of 
the Classic stage. 

3. Owing to such extensive work, direct associations between 
architectural types and ceramic phases, together with their corre¬ 
sponding dates in Maya chronology, have been so carefully worked 
out for Uaxactun that they may serve as standards of comparison 
throughout the Maya area. 

4. The first astronomical observatory for the Classic stage was 
found and identified at Uaxactun, and this led to the later dis¬ 
covery of between twelve and eighteen similar observatories at 
other Classic-stage sites. These observatories seem to have been 
used primarily for determining the positions of the equinoxes and 
solstices. A pyramid was built on the west side of a court, facing 
due east (Fig. 33). On the opposite side, three temples were 
erected on a terrace, their fagades running north and south and 
arranged so as to establish the following lines of sight when ob¬ 
served from the stairway of the pyramid on the west side. From 



2^ this observation point the sun, on its way north, rose directly be- 
hind the middle temple (E-II in Fig. 33) on March 21, the vernal 
equinox; it rose behind the north front comer of the north temple 
(E-I in Fig, 33) on June 21, the summer solstice; behind the mid¬ 
dle temple again on its way back south on September 23, the au¬ 
tumnal equinox; and behind the south front corner of the south 
temple (E-III in F^. 33) on December 21, the winter solstice. 
This assemblage of buildings was a practical instrument for deter¬ 
mining the longest and shortest days of the year, and the two inter¬ 
mediate positions when day and night are of equal length. 

-4-North Cast South 

Line of sunrise Line of sunrise on Line of sunrise 

on June 21 September 21 and March 21 on December 21 



Fic. 33.—Diagram of the astronomical observatory at Group E, Uaxactun, Peten, 
Guatemala, for determining the dates of the solstices and equinoxes. 


5. A fine Classic-stage wall painting was found in Structure 
B-XIII ,at Uaxactun, and probably represents a religious cere¬ 
monial (Plate 50). The figure of a woman is seated on a dais in 
a fiat-roofed building, while outside stand twenty-five other people. 
Below this scene is a horizontal band of 72 day signs (not shown 
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Plate 50.—Drawing of a Wall Painting in Structure B-XIII, Uaxactun 


I Right 
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Plate 51.—Views of Uxmal, and Altar from Tikal 

(a) North face of temple near summit of the Great Pyramid, Uxmal j (^) Altar 
Vni, Tikal; (<:) stone mask step in front of building near summit of the Great 
Pyramid, Uxmal; (4/) detail of masks on corner of the same building. 























Plate 53.—Stela 10 (Feomt), Sbibal, Petem 





a) Stela ii (T-26), 
Tonina, Chiapas. 


b) Stela E, Quirigua, 
Guatemala. 




Stela 40, Piedras 
Negras, Guate¬ 
mala, showing the 
corn god. - 


Plate 54 

Sculptures of the 
Classic Stage 


































mtmm in Plate 50), which begins with the day 12 Imix, and ends with 
the day 5 Eb; this is evidently part of a tzolkin or sacred year 
3 of 260 days. The fresco is painted in red, orange, yellow, gray, and 
black on a white background, and was in an excellent state of pres¬ 
ervation. It probably dates from the Early Period of the Classic 
stage and is the oldest known wall painting in the Maya area. 


PALENQUE, XAXCHILAN, AND PIEDRAS NEGRAS 

Palenque (Plate 45<»), Yaxchilan, and Piedras Negras were 
the three largest cities of the Usumacinta Valley and were also 
those where sculpture reached its esthetic peak. This development 
in sculpture started at Palenque as early as 9.10.10.0.0 (642), and 
probably depended in part on the fact that the Palenque sculptors 
had available a superior grade of fine-grained limestone. Also, 
the stuccowork at Palenque is equaled nowhere else in the Maya 
area (Plate 77). The low-relief tablets of limestone are character¬ 
ized by a delicacy of line, beauty of composition, and brilliance of 
technique that compare favorably with the best low-relief sculp¬ 
tures of ancient Egypt. Although excellent low reliefs were pro¬ 
duced at Palenque from 9.10.10.0.0 to 9.17.13.0.0 (643-783), 
the peak of artistic achievement was reached in 9.13.0.0.0 (692), 
when wall tablets were dedicated in three temples. 

With the exception of Copan, which was first described in 1576 
by Diego Garda de Palacio, Oidor of the Audiencia Red of Guate¬ 
mala, Palenque has been known longer than any other city of the 
Classic stage. 

The Palace Group is one of the outstanding constructions in 
the Maya area. Its individual ranges of rooms, its high, square 
tower, and its many subterranean chambers and passages make it 
unique. The graceful proportions of the city’s several pyramid- 
temples—the Temples of the Cross, Foliated Ctbss, Sun, Inscrip¬ 
tions, Count, and Beau-Relief—^give Palenque a high degree of 
architectural elegance. The crypt recently discovered beneath the 
Temple of the Inscriptions (Plates 27, 98-100) is unique in its 
magnificence, and also demonstrates that Classic Maya pyramids 
were at least occasionally constructed as tombs. 



Yaxchilan, the second of these three cities, also reached its peak mmm 
of artistic production about 9.13.0.0.0 (692), and maintained this 
level of achievement until 9.14.15.0.0 (726). During this time 
four outstanding temples were erected—Structures 21, 23, 42, 
and 44. These buildings were richly embellished with twelve 
sculptured stone lintels, three in each building (Plate 71). 

Piedras Negras (Plate 52<?) reached a similar level of sculp¬ 
tural brilliance at about the time Yaxchilan was at its peak. The 
period culminated in 9.16.10.0.0 (761), in Wall Panel No. 3, 
from Temple O-13 (Plate 6 ^a). This fine panel, made of warm 
ivory-colored limestone, combines balance and harmony of design 
with pre-eminent technical perfection. 

The practice of erecting period markers at the ends of the suc¬ 
cessive hotuns, or i,8cx)-day periods, was more consistently fol¬ 
lowed at Piedras Negras than at any other Maya center. From 
9.8.15.0.0 to 9.19.0.0.0 (608 to 810), each of the twenty-two 
consecutive hotun endings was celebrated by the erection of a sculp¬ 
tured monument, and not one of these monuments is now missing. 

CALAKMUL, NARANJO, AND NAKUM 

These three central Peten cities are interesting more for their 
size than for the distinction of their buildings and monuments. 
Calakmul has more stelae than any other site in the Maya area, 
and occasionally several monuments were set up at one time. In 
9.15.0.0.0 (731) seven stelae were erected to commemorate the 
katun ending. But even at the height of the Late Period, the 
Calakmul monuments were of no particular artistic merit. The 
emphasis both in sculpture and in the extensive architecture seems 
to have been on quantity rather than on quality. An interesting 
feature at Calakmul is a sculptured limestone outcropping 2i feet 
long by 17 feet wide. Seven captive figures with their hands bound 
behind their backs are carved on the top of this ledge, the largest 
figure measuring 9 feet high. 

Naranjo, which is considerably smaller than Calakmul, has 
numerous architectural remains and forty-seven stelae (thirty-six 
sculptured), but again neither buildings nor monuments are espe¬ 
cially noteworthy. 



Nakum was a large and important center. Its architectural 
remains are more extensive than those of Naranjo, but fewer than 
those of Calakmul. It has fewer monuments, however—only fif¬ 
teen stelae (three sculptured)—than either Calakmul or Naranjo. 
There is some basis for believing that Nakum was founded only 
shortly before the end of the Gassic stage, which may account for 
the scarcity of monuments j the three dated stelae at Nakum are 
all late, and date from 771, 810, and 849. 

PERIPHERAL CITIES OF QUIRIGUA, TONINA, AND COBA 

Quirigua (Plate 31c), though one of the smallest second-class 
cities, has a splendid series of monuments. There are twelve 
sculptured stelae, four sculptured zoomorphs or great boulder-like 
mythological animals, and one temple. This series of seventeen 
hotun markers covers a period of about sixty-five years from 
9.15.15.0.0 to 9.19.0.0.0 (a.d. 746-810), and one hotun ending, 
9.17.5.0.0 (775), was marked by the erection of two stelae. At 
other sites a certain flamboyancy of design and execution crept in 
toward the close of the Late Period, but at Quirigua the hard¬ 
ness of the local stone held the sculptors to ampler designs. This 
gives the Quirigua monuments a greater dignity and nobility, and 
renders them more attractive to the modern eye. 

The largest block of stone ever quarried by the ancient Maya 
was found at Quirigua—that from which Stela E, dedicated in 
9.17.0.0.0 (771), was fashioned. This giant shaft of sandstone 
measures 35 feet long, 5 feet wide, 4 feet 2 inches thick, and weighs 
65 tons (Plate 54^). 

The largest center in the southwest highlands was Tonina, 
which, so far as its monuments are concerned, was the least typical 
of aU Maya Classic-stage centers. The sixteen Tonina stelae (fif¬ 
teen sculptured) are all ^ort compared with those of other Maya 
cities. The average Maya stela was between 8 and 10 feet high, 
while none of the Tonina stelae is more than 7 feet. They also 
differ from other Maya stelae in another important respect: they 
are carved in the complete round, like statuary (Plate 54a). Ex¬ 
cept for their relatively small size, the Tonina stelae resemble the 
figures on the Quirigua and Copan stelae (Plates 54^ and 68). 




Coba was the earliest important Classic-stage dty in northeast- Smw 
ern Yucatan, and dates to 9.9.10.0.0 (623). Coba is the next to 
largest Class 2 center known. It is located amidst five small lakes, 
a rare physiographic feature in the almost waterless plain of north¬ 
ern Yucatan. The largest. Lake Coba, is about a mile long and 
half a mile wide (Plate 37^). 

The city is notable for the following characteristics: 

1. Its location around the shores of the five lakes. 

2. Its long period of occupation. It was founded in 9.9.1 o.o.o 
(623) and was occupied, at least intermittently, until late Post¬ 
classic times, around the fourteenth or fifteenth centuries. 

3. The presence of more Classic-stage stelae—^thirty-two 
(twenty-three sculptured)—^than at any other two dties in north¬ 
ern Yuatan combined. 

4. The sacbeob or raised artificial roads, of which sixteen are 
known. This network of stone causeways connect^ the central 
section with its outlying groups. 

The word sacbe {sacbeob, plural) means in Maya “artifidal 
road”— sac, “something artifidal, made by hand”; and be, “road.” 

These limestone roads vary in height from 2 to 8 feet above the 
ground level (Plate 55^), and run in straight lines between the 
groups. The sides are built of roughly dressed stone and the tops 
covered with a natural lime cement called sahcab, which hardens 
under wetting and pressure. The roads are about 15 feet wide and 
vary in length from less than a mUe to 62.3 miles. The longest 
causeway (Plate 19) runs generally westward from Coba to Yaxuna 
and is straight except for a few slight deviations. Two causeways 
which intersect each other just south of the isthmus between the 
two largest lakes at Coba appear as two straight lines across the 
forest in the air photo in Plate 37^. 

An interesting discovery in connection with the Coba-Yaxuna 
highway the finding of an ancient Maya road roller. This 
cylinder of limestone, now broken in two pieces (Plate 55^), 
measures 13 feet long, 2 feet 4 inches in diameter, and weighs 
5 tons. It is large enough for fifteen men to have pushed it at one 
time, and when rolled along the highway it must have packed the 
surface into a hard layer. 



An important deduction may be made from this causeway. It 
was built from east to west, from Coba to Yaxuna, which may in- 
diate that when it was constructed—probably in the early part of 
the Late Period of the Classic stage—Coba was the largest city in 
northeastern Yucatan. This is apparent from the fact that of the 
seven changes in direction of the highway the first six are made 
within twenty miles of Coba in order to pass through smaller set¬ 
tlements dependent on if. 

ARCHITECTURE 

ORIGIN 

Maya architecture is as distinctive as Greek, Roman, or Gothic. 
It has local variations, but fundamentally it is of a single type. 

It has been suggested that the Maya thatched hut, with its 
sharply pitched roof of two slopes, was the prototype of the corbel- 
arched stone buildings. This theory is not improbable. The 
thatched hut of the common people, which has remained the same 
for two thousand years, is rectangular with rounded ends and is 
about 22 feet long by 12 feet wide. The walls are made of sap¬ 
lings daubed with mud, or of undressed stone, and are not more 
than 7 feet in height. Resting on them, a framework of poles rises 
another 12 or 15 feet to support the sharply pitched two-slope 
roof of thatch (Plate 57«). 

Representations of such houses occur in wall paintings and 
facade decorations of the Postclassic (Plates 57^ and 94, and 
Fig. 54). The actual foundations of one have been discovered in 
one of the early levels of the palace (Structure A-V) at Uaxactun. 
The resemblance between the thatched huts and the stone build¬ 
ings, when viewed from the inside, is so close as to suggest that 
the interior slopes of the thatched roofs may have given rise to 
the idea of the stone corbeled roof vaults. 

Materials for stone masonry were abundant. There was an eas¬ 
ily worked building material, the local limestone, which was also 
burned to yield lime, and there were many dq>o»ts of gravel. 
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Plate 55.—Stone Causeway Connecting Coba, Quintana Roo, 
AND Yaxuna, Yucatan 


I b) Stone roller, found on top of the causeway. 






















t d) Maya house, Hacienda 1 anlum, Yucatan. 


Plate 57.—Maya Thatch and Sapling House 


b) Reproduction of Maya house in stone as fagade decoration. 
South wing of the Nunnery Quadrangle, Uxmal. 

























which was used in mortar. Given the high intelligence and strong ■■■■ 
religious fervor of the ancient Maya, it was almost inevitable that 
they should develop a great religious architecture. Beyond the 
immediate needs of their domestic economy, no other actmty con¬ 
sumed so much of their time and energy. 

THE OLDEST EXAMPLE OF MAYA ARCHITECTURE 

There were presumably no stone buildings in the early Forma¬ 
tive stage at Uaxactun, but late in the period low stone walls begin 
to appear. It is doubtful that stone buildings proper were erected 
at the beginning of this period; the walls found in association with 
early Chicanel pottery were probably retaining walls for low plat¬ 
forms, which supported superstructures of perishable materials. 
Toward the close of the period, however, we find the first large 
stone construction, a pyramid for supporting a temple of saplings 
and thatch. 

The earliest known example of Maya stone architecture is the 
stucco-covered pyramid, E-VII-sub, at Uaxactun (Plate 17^), 
which is remarkable for its state of preservation. Shortly after it 
was finished, it was covered by a rough-rubble, masonry pyramid, 

E-VII (Plate 17«), which protected and preserved it. The sides of 
this later construction were also decorated with great stucco masks 
(Plate 58). The top of the later pyramid was so small that it ob¬ 
viously could not have supported a stone building, nor did E-VII- 
sub support one. Four postholes were found in the lime-plaster 
flooring of E-VII-sub and these had no doubt held the corner 
posts of a thatch and sapling structure. 

This stucco-covered pyramid, ascended by a stairway on each 
side and decorated with sixteen large stucco masks (Plate 58), 
is a marvel of early Maya architecture. Although built of masonry, 
it is only a substructure, and may antedate the first stone buildings. 

CORBELED STONE ROOF VAULTING 

With the introduction of the stela complex and Tzakol pot¬ 
tery at Uaxactun about 8.14.0.0.0 (317), we find the earliest cor- 



beled stone roof vaulting in the Maya area. Perhaps as early as 
8.12.0.0.0 (278) the first corbeled vaults were constructed. The 
3 * ^ earliest examples of roof vaults are crude. They are formed of 
rough, unshaped, fiat stones, laid in a thick bed of mortar and 
pebbles; the under slopes or soffits of the arches are covered with 
a thick coat of rough plaster (Fig. 34, i and ^). 

After its introduction ail Uaxactun, the use of corbeled roof 
vaults seems to have spread. It had reached the extreme south¬ 
east at Copan by 9.0.0.0.0 (435); northwestern Yuatan at Ox- 
kintok by 9.2.0.0.0 (475); northeastern Yucatan at Tulum by 
9.6.10.0.0 (564); and the Usumacinta Valley by 9.10.0.0.0 (633) 
or perhaps earlier. 

Before the end of the Classic stage in 10.3.0.0.0 (889), the 
corbeled roof vault had penetrated to every part of the lowland 
Maya area. Its use seems to have been restricted to this area, and 
it is not found in any of the adjacent regions. Its westernmost 
occurrence is at Comalcako in the state of Tabasco, and its south- 
easternmost occurrences at Papalguapa and Asuncion Mita in south¬ 
eastern Guatemala. The corbeled vault does not occur in the high¬ 
lands of Guatemala except in the roofing of a few scattered tombs, 
and its more extensive use may have been prohibited by the intense 
earthquake activity there. 

LIME-CONCRETE AND BEAM ROOFS 

In addition to corbeled roof vaults, fiat lime-concrete and beam 
roofs are also found in Maya architecture. They have been dis¬ 
covered for the Classic stage at Piedras Negras, Uaxactun, and 
Tzimin Kax; for the Postdassic, at Chichen Itza and at such rela¬ 
tively late sites along the east coast of Yucatan as Tulum and Chac 
Mool. The lime-concrete roofs were constructed on top of cross¬ 
beams, the interbeam spaces being filled with a temporary wattle- 
work of saplings. On this framework, a lime-concrete roofing was 
built up to the thickness of a foot or more, and when it had set 
firmly the wattlework was removed. This method of roofing is 
common in Yucatan today. The residue of such a roof is hard to 
identify in exavation since it disinteg^tes into small stones and a 



Fig. 34. —Cross-sections of Maya corbeled vaults; (<?) Monjas Annex, Chichen 
Itza; {b) section of ordinary arch with Hat capstones and undressed sides, char¬ 
acteristic of the Classic; {c) viaduct, Palenque; {d) Temple E-X, Uaxactun; 
(e) section of ordinary arch with flat capstones and dressed sides, characteristic 
of the Postclassic; (/) section of ordinary arch with flat capstones, dressed sides, 
and curved soffit slopes; (^) Palace (Structure A-V), Uaxactun; {h) arcade through 
Governor’s Palace, Uxmal; (i) trifoil arch, Palace, Palenque; (;) second story, 
Monjas, Chichen Itza. 
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Fig. 35.—Maya ground plans; (a) Palace, Santa Rosa Xtampak; (i) Temple IV, 
Tikal; (c) Caracol or astronomical observatory, Chichcn Itza; (<^) Temple E-II, 
Uaxactunj (^) Akabtzib, Chichcn Itza; (/) vapor bath No. 2, Chichen Itza; 
(g) Castillo or principal Temple of Kukulcan, Chichen Itza; (A) ball court, 
Chichen Itza; (f) Northwest Colonnade, Chichen Itza; (/) Structure 33, Yax- 
chilan; (A) Governor’s Palace, Uxmal; (/) House of the Turtles, Uxmal; (m) 
House of the Pigeons, Uxmal; («) Structure 21, Yaxchilan; (0) Temple of the 
Sun, Palenque; (^) Temple 22, Copan; (y) Red House, Chichen Itza. 







powdery lime. However, in most cases where vault stones are SmL 
not found in excavating masonry buildings, it is safe to assume that 
the structures had been roofed with concrete and beams. 3 * 9 

DESCRIPTION OF BUILDINGS 

Practically all Maya buildings were placed on substructures, 
which varied in height depending upon the use of the buildings 
they supported. They ranged from low terraces 2 to 6 feet high 
for palaces and domiciliary buildings, to pyramids as much as 150 
feet high for the temples (Temple IV at Tikal). The substructures 
were ascended by broad, steep stairways on one or more sides. The 
buildings were usually set back on the summits, leaving a wide 
space between their facades and the stairways giving access to them. 

At the back and sides, however, they were built close to the edges 
of the substructures. 

Maya facades are usually divided into two main horizontal 
zones by a medial molding which runs entirely around the build¬ 
ing about halfway up the wallj a similar molding runs around the 
top of the building (Plates 46^ and 47). The flat roofs are made 
of hard lime concrete and are usually a little higher in the center 
to facilitate drainage. At G)pan, Chichen Itza, and Uxmal there 
are sometimes projecting drains to carry ofF the water. 

On top of the roof, parallel with the front of the building and 
over the central axis, there is sometimes a high reticulated wall 
which runs the entire length of the building. These roof combs are 
sometimes as high again as the building itself, and are purely for 
decorative purposes. 

Ground plans vary according to the purpose of the building 
(Fig. 35). Temples (Fig. 35^) usually have only two chambers, 
one behind the other, and are entered by a doorway in the front 
wall. The inner chamber was the sanctuary, while the outer cham¬ 
ber was used for less sacred ceremonies (Fig. 355'). In the palace 
type of building, there are generally two long ranges of chambers, 
one behind the other. If there are exterior doorways only in the 
front wall, the inner chambers are reached through doorways in 
the back walls of the outer chamber. Sometimes the back range 



*1^ of chambers may be entered directly through doorways in the back 
wall of the building (Fig. 35, # and m). In this case, doorways 
3 are rarely found in the long central wall separating the two ranges, 
or in the transverse partition walls. This applies especially to the 
“palaces” of the northern area, but at Piedras Negras (central 
area) doorways in both the medial and transverse walls are not 
infrequent. 

There are no windows, though occasionally the upper half of the 
fagade may be pierced by small rectangular openings. A number of 
ground plans are shown in Figure 35; they exhibit considerable 
variety, but most of them classify into a few basic forms, of which 
the two most common are the temple and the palace types. 

No matter how skillfully the Maya cut and dressed their indi¬ 
vidual building blocks, both exterior and interior walls were cov¬ 
ered with lime plaster, which hid all joints. Especially in the Yuca¬ 
tan buildings, no attempt was made to offset joints. 

In the smaller towns and villages of northern Yucatan lime¬ 
kilns are made as they were in ancient times, and the local limestone 
is still burned to make lime. A place in the forest is selected and 
cleared. Fagots of wood are cut and laid in a dtcle varying from 
10 to 20 feet in diameter, with their lengths parallel to the radii 
of the circle. A hole about a foot in diameter is left in the center, 
and the pile of wood is built to a height of about 4 feet (Plate 62a). 
On top of it, beginning about a foot back from its outer edge, broken 
pieces of limestone are heaped to a height of another 2 feet. 

When this is finished, the kiln is fired by dropping leaves and 
rotten wood into the bottom of the center hole and igniting them. 
The fire works from the bottom up and from the inside of the 
kiln outward. The Maya believe that two precautions are vital 
to a successful burn: first, there must be no wind, so the kiln will 
burn evenly; and second, no women must be allowed to approach 
the spot; should one touch the kiln the burn will be a failure. It 
takes thirty-six hours for a kiln to burn completely, and when a 
good burn has been achieved the limestone fragments are reduced 
to a pile of powdered lime (Plate 62^). 

Not only temporal differences but marked regional 'wiations 



developed in the twelve hundred years during which the Maya 
erected stone buildings. These variations are reflected in different 
types of assemblages and in details of construction, as well as in 
styles of decoration. However, Maya architecture is singularly 
homogeneous, considering the long span of time which it covered 
and the large area where it flourished. 

CLASSIFICATION OF BUILDINGS 

An attempt has been made in Table VIII to classify Maya 
buildings and other constructions according to their probable uses. 
Such a classifiation cannot be rigid, since many cases might fall 
equally well into some other group. In general, however, the char¬ 
acteristics of the buildings are so obvious that the classification is 
fairly exhaustive. 


DECORATION OF BUILDINGS 

In the early part of the Classic stage, the buildings do not seem 
to have been heavily decorated. Facades were usually vertical, with 
medial and top moldings made of projecting courses of rough 
stone, finished with coats of plaster (Plate 59, a and b). Some 
Classic-stage buildings of the central area, especially at Copan, 
Palenque, and Tikal, have sloping fagades above the level of the 
medial molding. Later, the area between the medial and top mold¬ 
ings began to be sparingly decorated with stucco. This type of 
facade decoration reached its highest development in the Classic 
stage at Palenque, where both the upper and lower zones of the 
fajade were ornamented with elaborate designs. These designs 
were modeled in hard lime stucco, applied to rough stones pro¬ 
jecting from the facade. 

In the central area there seems to have been very little carved- 
stone decoration in the upper half of the facade, except at Copan 
and Quirigua. Sculpture was occasionally employed in exterior 
decoration—in wall panels (Piedras Negras), on ramps flanking 
stairways (Palenque, Copan, Quirigua), and on the risers of steps. 
These steps are sometimes arved with hieroglyphic insaiptions 
(G^an, Quirigua, Palenque, Yaxchilan, Naranjo, Seibal, Etzna, 
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La Amelia). The use of interior sculptural decoration in Classic 
buildings is relatively uncommon. Its most notable occurrences 
are on the sanctuary tablets at Palenque (Plate 33^), on door¬ 
jambs and flanking interior doorways at Copan, and on the risers 
of interior steps and as wall decorations at Quirigua. 

In the northern area, however, sculptural decoration is more 
commonly used. In the Chenes region in central Campeche and 
western Quintana Roo, fagades are elaborately decorated both 
above and below the medial molding, and are the most ornate in 
the Maya area. The Puuc area, north and northwest of the Chenes, 
was the most fertile and densely populated section of northern 
Yucatan during late Classic times. In this area, sculpture is larjgely 
confined to the upper zones of fagades (Plates 24^, 46^, and 47), 
though a sculptured lower zone is occasionally found (Plate 56tf). 
The designs are largely geometric (Plate 60), though occasional 
human, animal, bird, and serpent figures are tenoned into the upper 
halves of the facades. 

In the Puuc region the individual elements of the mosaics are 
the most skillfully carved and fitted. Here architecture reached 
heights never attained before nor equaled again. Sculpture, so 
highly developed in the central area, was little cultivated as an 
independent art in the northern area. It became subordinate to 
architecture and was restricted almost exclusively to fagade embel¬ 
lishment. Sculpture suffered because of this limitation. While 
Puuc architecture reached new levels of beauty and dignity, the 
few sculptures are for the most part heavy and awkward. 

A later architectural phase is the mixed Maya-Toltec archi¬ 
tecture, which reached its highest expresaon at Chichen Itza. The 
feathered serpent, Kukulcan (the Mexican Quetzalcoatl) domi¬ 
nates the scene. The chief temples were erected in his honor, and 
his likeness sprawls over columns and balustrades. The buildings 
are characterized by battered (sloping) bases, and their roofs are 
ornamented with stone frets. Some types of structures are defi¬ 
nitely of Mexican origin, such as the Tzompantli, or Place of the 
Skulls, where the skulls of sacrificial victims were impaled on 
wooden stakes. The Tzompantli at Chichen Itza is an open plat- 




4 -% 
















f a) Corner mask panel from the 
House of the Magician, Uxmal. 


f Mask panel at top of west stair¬ 
way, House of the Magician, 
Uxmal. 


Plate 6o.—Late Classic-Stage Facades, Puuc Period 


i c) The Church, Nunnery group, Chichen Itza. 










































































































form about 185 feet long, 40 feet wide, and 6 feet high; its sides Zmm 
are decorated with sculptured representations of skulls fixed upon 
stakes (Plate 6 ia). Toltec-period buildings and substructures at ^*9 
Chichen Itza are decorated with human and animal motifs, but 
little use is made of the geometric elements common in Puuc archi¬ 
tecture. Large reclining human statues, the so-called Chac Mool 
figures, stand at the portals of the temples (Plate 73»). Maya- 
Toltec architecture is also characterized by the frequent use of 
great colonnades. These may be 200 or 300 feet long, with four 
or five ranges of corbeled vaults. Against their back walls are 
sculptured thrones, flanked by benches (Plates \Oa and 6i^). 
Architecture has become less massive, but more open and graceful. 



•••• 


SCUUmiRE AND MODEUNA 

MATERIALS AND TOOLS 

LIMESTONE, being the most plentiful, was the principal stone 
used in ancient Maya sculptures. A few sites like Quirigua, Pusilha, 
and Tonina employed sandstone, the native rock in their localities, 
and Copan used andesite, a volcanic tulF. However, these are 
exceptions. 

Wood, stucco, and clay were also employed in Maya sculpture 
and modeling, although less commonly than stone. Wood was used 
for carved door lintels (Plate 33^) and chamber beams (Plate 53^), 
and some idols were carved from Spanish cedar in the Postclassic 
stage, but none of them has survived. Idols were also modeled 
from clay, particularly in the form of incense burners, and stucco 
found extensive use in architectural decoration. 

We get our first glimpse of Maya chronology on the stone 
stelae of the early fourth century, when the hieroglyphs are already 
a perfected device for recording time. No preliminary steps in 
writing have yet been found, which may indicate that the earlier 
stages were recorded on wood or some other perishable medium. 

The tools of the Maya sculptors were principally of stone, 
although wooden mallets may also have been used. The principal 
tools were chisels and hammerstones. The diisels (Fig. 36) are 
from two to six inches in length and have one cutting edge, the 
opposite end being rounded. It is likely that the flaked flint chisels, 
found so plentifully in some Maya sites, were used for stone cut¬ 
tings. The hammerstones are roughly spherical in shape and vary 
from two to three inches in diameter. 

The native limestone is relatively soft as it occurs in the ground, 
but hardens after exposure. It was quarried with comparative 
facility, and was easily carved while still fresh from the quarries. 
The sandstone of Quirigua, Tonina, and Pusilha was also soft in its 
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Fig. 36.—Maya stone chisels. 


native state, but the andesite used in Copan is of about the same 
hardness before being quarried as afterward. Andesite is so fine¬ 
grained and even-textured that it is admirably adapted to carving j 
however, it has one serious drawback—^it contains nodules of flint 
which are so hard that stone chisels could npt have woriced them. 
When such nodules were encountered they were either removed, 
leaving a depression in the face of the monument, or they were 
left protruding. Examples of both practices may occur on the same 
monument. Sometimes, when the inclusion was too difficult to 
remove entirely, the projecting part was battered off. In the case 
of the human head in the Initial Series introducing glyph on Stela 2 
(Fig. 37), clever manipulations incorporated a stubborn nodule 
into the design itself. The heads represented in Maya inscriptions 
almost always face the observer’s left, but this profile faces to the 
right. By thus reversing the direction, this flinty inclusion fell in 
the right position to serve as an earplug. 



Fig. 37. —Initial Series intro¬ 
ducing glyph on Stela 2, Copan, 
Honduras. 










•••• Maya sculpture was doubtless finished by abrasion and then 
painted, usually a dark red. This red pigment was probably made 
from an oxide of iron obtained from anthills, which abound in the 
forest. Blue was the next most common color. The pigments were 
ground and probably mixed with copal, for the paint still adheres 
to the stone in many places with the tenacity of a good varnish. 
Although the colors have for the most part worn off, traces of the 
original paint can still be found where the relief is high and under¬ 
cut. 

In quarrying the shafts of stone from which the stelae were 
made, advantage was taken of natural cleavage planes in the rock. 
This is best seen in the case of some of the Quirigua stelae, the 
cross-sections of which are trapezoidal in shape, with no single 
corner a true right angle. The method of quarrying at Calakmul 
(Plate 76) was to free the blocks from the surrounding limestone 
by digging down along their sides and ends, preparatory to prying 
them loose from the bedrock. Several of the Quirigua stelae still 
show “quarry stumps” on their plain undressed butts (Plate ‘]6a). 

William Henry Holmes sketched a quarry site near the ruins 
of Mitla (Fig. 38), which shows blocks of stone in various stages 
of being freed from the native rock. 



Fig. 38.—Quarry at Mitla, Oaxaca, Mexico. After Holmea. 


The French artist, Jean Chariot, has made four original draw¬ 
ings illustrating the principal steps in making a Maya stela: (i) 
quarrying the shaft, (2) transporting it, (3) erecting it, and (4) 


















sculpturing it. The first step has been described above (Plate 64a), 
and the second is shown in Plate 64^. The forests of Peten abound 
in hardwood trees, sections of which would have served admirably 
for rollers, and fiber-yielding plants for making ropes and cables 
are equally common. The erection of the shaft is shown in 
Plate 6s/f. A masonry socket to fit the butt of the shaft was made. 
Then, probably by means of a ramp and an A-frame of beams, the 
shaft was pulled upright and the fourth side of the socket filled 
in. It is important to note that the shafts were brought from the 
quarries in an unfinished state. They were carved after being set 
up (Plate 65^). 


STONE SCULPTURE 

The earliest stone sculptures in the Maya area are the group 
of monuments at Uaxactun in northern central Peten, which date 
from the fourth century a.d. The human figures on these monu¬ 
ments are always shown in the same position—head, legs, and feet 
in profile; torso and arms in full front; and feet in tandem. This 
is the earliest position of the human figure in Maya art. It is found 
exclusively at Uaxactun and seems to have passed out of use even 
there before the close of Baktun 8 (435). 

The next position is a little more natural. The toes of the back 
foot are advanced slightly, overlapping the heel of the front foot, 
but the rest of the body remains unchanged. This position also 
appears first at Uaxactun before the close of Baktun 8 (435). The 
profile presentation of the human figure persisted throughout 
Maya history with little change and is the most common position 
in Maya art. 

To Uaxactun or possibly to Tikal belongs credit for having 
first sculptured the human figure in full front view. The earliest 
certain example of this is on Stela 26 at Uaxactun, dedicated in 
9.0.10.0.0 (445). This monument was discovered beneath the 
floor of Shrine II in one of the earliest levels of Structure A-V. 
The figure on its front would almost appear to have been inten¬ 
tionally rubbed off (Plate 63^), but it is still possible to distinguish 
the lower half of the face, the arms, and the feet. A possibly 
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SSSS earlier example of a figure in front view is found on Stela 4 at 
Tikal (Plate 63a), which may have been dedicated as early as the 
334 close of Baktun 8. 

The full front view of the human figure is restricted to Tonina 
(Plate 54a), Copan, Qttirigua (Plates 54i and 68^), Piedras 
Negras, Palenque, Yaxchilan, Naachtun, and Seibal. It reached 
its greatest perfection at Copan and Quirigua, while the front view 
of the human figure seated cross-legged is best expressed at Piedras 
Negras. 

The four Piedras Negras monuments, shown in Plate 66, con¬ 
stitute a fine series for the study of the human figure seated cross- 
legged in a niche. The earliest of these four monuments. Stela 25, 
was dedicated in 9.8.15.0.0 (608). The figure sculptured on this 
monument is wooden and lifeless (Plate 66 a) and the niche is 
too shallow to permit treatment of the figure in high relief. On 
Stela 6, dediated in 9.12.15.0.0 (687), this same composition was 
attempted again (Plate 66 i>). Considerable advance in sculpture 
had been made, and the niche is deeper, permitting the figure to be 
treated more successfully. The face is well done but out of pro¬ 
portion to the rest of the body. By the time this composition was 
attempted on Stela ii, dedicated in 9.15.0.0.0 (731), notable im¬ 
provement had been made (Plate 66c). The niche has become so 
deep that the proportions of the seated figure are more lifelike, and 
the details are beautifully executed. The design was again sculp¬ 
tured on Stela 14, dedicated in 9.16.10.0.0 (761), which is perhaps 
the finest stela at this site (Plate 66 d). The niche is sufficiently 
deep to present the figure in the half round; its anatomical pro¬ 
portions are correct, and details are exquisitely carved. This monu¬ 
ment also presents a masterly combination of high- and low-relief 
carving. 

The front presentation of the standing hi^n figure was bril¬ 
liantly achieved at Copan and Quirigua. TIw figures at the latter 
site are probably more to modern taste because they are more re¬ 
strained, although this restraint in design may have been acddental, 
owing to the greater intractability of the Quirigua sandstone. 

Returning to Preclassic sculptures, the human figures portrayed 



a) Stela 4, Tikal. 


if) Stela 26, Uaxactun. -4 


c) Stela 5, Uaxactun. 


d) Stela 2, Tikal. -» 


Plate 63 

Monuments of the Early 
Period of the Classic 
Stage 



























t a) Third step. Erecting the shaft. 


AL Drawings by Jean Ciiarlot 


Plate 65 


i) Fourth step. Sculpturing the shaft. 




a) Stela 25, erected a.d. 608. 



i >) Stela 6, erected a.d. 687. 


c) Stela II, erected a.d. 731. 


d) Stela 14, erected a.d. 761. 


Plate 66.—Four Sculptures with 
Identical Designs, Executed Over 
A Period of 153 Years at Piedras 
Negras 

























are stilted and out of proportion, but by the end of the period SSSS ' 
advances had been made toward a more naturalistic presentation. 

The proportions of the body became more lifelike and its positions 
easier. 

The last vestiges of archaism disappeared early in the Late 
Period, from about 630 to 730, though in provincial centers some 
sculptors did not follow the prevailing naturalistic trends of this 
period. The figures on Stela 21 at Naachtun (Plate 67c), dedicated 
in 687, are dumpy and misshapen for such a late date. The con¬ 
trast between this monument and Stela A at Copan (Plate 68^), 
dedicated in 9.15.0.0.0 (731), is arresting. Such stylistic differ¬ 
ences between monuments erected so close together in time may 
be explained by the backwardness of smaller centers as compared 
to the creative brilliance of the larger centers. The farther away 
from centers of esthetic inspiration peripheral settlements are lo¬ 
cated, the longer it takes them to catch up with the “big cities” in 
clothes and customs and in architecture and art. 

The century and a half from 731 to 889 of the Late Period 
of the Classic stage witnessed the most brilliant development of 
New World sculpture in pre-Columbian times. This period was in 
many ways the golden age of the Maya civilization, and its cul¬ 
tural flowering is perhaps best exemplified in sculpture. By this 
time four centuries of sculptural achievement lay behind, and tech¬ 
nical difficulties had long since been mastered; creativity was free 
to express itself within the framework of its traditions and expe¬ 
rience. 

Among the wealth of sculptures from the Late Period, it is 
difficult to select those which are most typical. One of the most 
beautiful monuments at Piedras Negras, Stela 14, has already been 
illustrated (Plate 66d). Another almost equally striking monu¬ 
ment, Stela 12 (Plate i8c), dedicated in 9.18.5.0.0 (79s), shows 
profile presentation of the human figure exclusively. 

At Palenque, in the crypt below the Temple of the Inscriptions, 
the carving of the slab covering the sarcophagus is exceptional for 
its delicacy and sureness of line (Plate 100, ^ and d). 

One of the most beautiful sculptures produced is Wall Panel 
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No. 3 from Structure O-13 at Piedras Negras (Plate 69a). This 
masterpiece was executed in 9.16.10.0.0 (761) and is a perfect com¬ 
bination of high and low relief. In a number of places on the panel, 
arms and legs are sculptured in the full round. The composition 
represents a priest seated ,on a throne, the back of which is a mask 
panel j he is flanked on each side by three standing figures. On the 
ground before the throne seven figures are seated cross-legged, 
facing an altar. The figure on the extreme right is the only one in 
the composition that has its face still preserved. Miss M. L. Baker 
has made a restoration of this wall panel (Plate 69^), although 
her drawing uses the three-quarter view of figures, a stylistic device 
which never occurs in Maya art. The original is in the National 
Museum of Archaeology and History at Guatemala City. 

A University of Pennsylvania expedition discovered a throne 
in Palace J-6 at Piedras Negras (Fig. 39) which was almost iden¬ 
tical with that represented in the wall panel, although the two 
front supports of the throne on the wall panel are undecorated 
(Plate 6 ^a)y while those of the actual throne are covered on three 
sides with hieroglyphic inscriptions (Plate yew). It was dedicated 
in 9.17.15.0.0 (785), twenty-five years later than the wall panel, 
and was so located in the principal hall of the palace that it could 
be seen from any point in the court below. 

At Yaxchilan sculpture reached its highest point in the lintels 
of Structure 23—^Lintels 24, 25, and 26, the first two of which are 
now in the British Museum. Lintel 24 (Plate 71^) is the most 
outstanding example of sculptural art at Yaxchilan in harmony of 
composition, balance of design, and brilliance of execution. Struc¬ 
ture 23 was dedicated in 9.14.15,0,0 (726). The finest monu¬ 
ments at Yaxchilan—Stelae i, 3,4, 7—fall little short of the lin¬ 
tels, though most of them date about thirty-five years later, when 
Yaxchilan was already past the peak of its artistic achievements. 

There is more Late Period sculpture at Copan than at any 
other city of the Classic stage. Many fine monuments were sculp¬ 
tured there: Stelae A (Plate 68^), B, C, D, F, H (Plate 68tf), 
M, N, and 4, and Altars Q, R, S, and T. There were also some 
other spectacular constructions: Temples 11,22, and 26, the Jaguar 



a) Stela 27 ,Yax- 
chilan, erected a.d. 

514. 


b) Stela 25, Naranjo, 
Guatemala, erected 

A.D. 615. 


c) Stela 21, Naach- 
tun, Guatemala, erect¬ 
ed A.D. 687. 


d) Stela P, Copan, 
erected a.d. 623. 


Plate 67 

Sculptures of the 
Early and Late Pe¬ 
riods OF THE Classic 
Stage 










t a) Throne in Palace J6, 
Piedras Negras. 


b) Model of Temple IV, 
Tikal. 


Platb 70 

THRolfE AND Model of a 
"; ' 'ITemple. 









Stairway (Plate 35'*)> and the Reviewing Stand. All were erected 
and carved between 731 and 782. The longest hieroglyphic in- """ 
scription in the Maya area—the Hieroglyphic Stairway of Struc- 
ture 26 (Plate 35^)—^was dedicated in 9.16.5.0.0 (756). The 
exquisite head and torso of the com god illustrated in the frontis¬ 
piece was also carved during this half-century. 



Fig. 39.—^Location of throne in Palace J-6, 
Piedras Ncgras. 


Quirigua, although a medium-sized site, has twenty-two sculp¬ 
tured monuments. Two have already been described—Stela E 
(Plate 54^), A.D. 771, and the altar of Zoomorph 0 . A third 
monument which deserves particular mention is Zoomorph P 
(Plate 72c). This massive boulder-shaped piece of sandstone meas¬ 
ures 9 feet 8 inches long, by 11 feet 6 inches wide, by 7 feet 3 inches 





Fig. 40. —Front view 
of Stela 10, Xulton. 






high, and is completely covered with an intricate sculptured design; SS2S 
itwasdedicatedin 9.18.5.0.0 (795). Perhaps the finest glyphs ever 
carved on stone are to be found at Quirigua, especially those on 347 
Stela F (Plate 72^), dediated in 9.16.10.0.0 (761), and the rare 
full-figure glyphs on Stela D (Plate 72^), dedicated in 9.16.15.0.0 
(766). 

By the end of Balctun 9 (830), however, the crest had been 
passed and there followed an artistic recession from which the 
ancient Maya never recovered. 

Examples of late Classic-stage sculpture reflect this decline. 

Stela 10 at Xultun (Fig. 40), dedicated in 10.3.O.O.O (889), is 
one of three monuments erected on this katun ending. The loss 
in inspiration and technical skill is evident, and the composition is 
cluttered and flamboyant. The figures are poorly proportioned 
and a mass of detail obscures the design. 

In Yucatan during late Classic times, distinctive local sculp¬ 
tural styles developed. There are sixteen sculptured stelae at 
Uxmal, but even the best of them. Stela 7 (Fig. 41), is overly 
ornate as compared with the sculptures of the Classic stage. Here 
also was found a well-executed human head emerging from the 
jaws of a conventionalized serpent (Plate 74, c and d), with tat¬ 
tooing on its right cheek. The head can hardly be called independ¬ 
ent sculpture, however. It is attached to the fajade of a range of 
chambers at the western base of the pyramid supporting the House 
of the Magician and formed an element of the architectural deco¬ 
ration. This head is now in the National Museum of Anthropology 
and History at Mexico City. 

During the Postclassic stage, sculpture was confined almost 
exclusively to the embellishment of architecture. At Chichen Itza 
no Postclassic stelae have been found, but there are the following 
ategories: (i) the so-called Chac Mool figures, (2) j aguar thrones, 

(3) standard bearers, and (4) Atlantean figures. The first are re¬ 
clining human figures (Plate 73a) with heads turned to the right 
or left. At least a dozen have been discovered at this site, and two 
of them still retain inset pieces of polished bone to represent the 
whites of the eyes, the fingernails, and toenails. Each holds a stone 






plate clasped by the two hands and resting on the abdomen, and this {JSS 
position suggests that their function might have been to receive 
offerings. 349 

The jaguar thrones are life-sized figures of jaguars with flat 
backs to serve as seats. Sculptured representations of them are 
found at Tikal, Piedras Negras, Palenque, and Xultun, but the 
actual thrones have been found only at Uxmal and Chichen Itza 
(Plate 73c). They also occur in the frescoes in the Temple of the 
Warriors at Chichen Itza. 

The standard bearer constitutes the third type of statue; its 
purpose was to support a staff from the top of which hung a feather 
banner. These standard bearers are in the form of small human 
figures about three feet high (Plate 73^), with the forearms ex¬ 
tended horizontally in front, the hands forming a hole through 
which the staff passed. Another standard bearer found at Chichen 
Itza shows a figure kneeling on its left knee and grasping the staff 
in its right hand (Plate 73^). 

The fourth group, the Atlantean figures, are anthropomorphic 
statues with arms raised above their heads. They were used to 
support daises or door lintels in the temples (Plate 73<^). 

Wood carving seems to have reached its most perfect expression 
at Tikal in the door lintels of the five pyramid-temples at that site. 

Such a perishable material as wood could hardly have survived the 
damp climate of the Maya area except in very sheltered positions, 
and the only wooden objects recovered are from places which are 
protected from the weather. 

A photograph of the most complete lintel has been illustrated 
in Plate 33 <j and a drawing of part of another is shown in Figure 31. 

The lintels are each composed of from four to ten beams of sapo- 
dilla with an over-all length of from 7 to 17I4 feet. The design 
on the lintel in Plate 33fl shows an elaborately decorated serpent, 
its body arching in the middle to form a central niche. The head is 
to the left, and issuing from its open mouth is the upper body of 
a god; the serpent’s tail is at the right, terminating in two scrolls. 

A hieroglyphic inscription fills the upper left and right corners of 
the composition, and across the top between the glyph panels 




Fig. 42.—Design on carved wooden lintel. Temple of the Jaguars, Chichen Itza. 









stretches a great bird with spreading wings, the kukul (quetzal) SSSS 
or Sacred Bird of the Maya. In the niche formed by the upward 
curl of the serpent’s body is the figure of a priest seated on a throne. 3 5 ^ 
This lintel originally spanned one of the doorways of Temple IV, 
which was dedicated in 9.16.0.0.0 (751). Another Classic-stage 
lintel was found in Temple VII at Tzibanche, west of the southern 
end of Lake Bacalar (Plate 19). This has an inscription of eight 
hieroglyphs but no figures, and probably dates from the early Late 
Period, perhaps about 9.9.5.0.0 (618). 

Occasionally the wooden poles spanning the vaults have also 
been carved. One of these was found at Tikal in a fourth-story 
rear chamber of the Palace of the Five Stories (Plate 53^). 

Carved wooden lintels have been found at Chichen Itza and 
Uxmal. The best-preserved lintel at Chichen Itza spans the inner 
doorway of the Temple of the Jaguars on top of the west wall of 
the ball court (Fig. 42). Each of the two beams forming this lintel 
has the same design arved upon it: the sun disk, with a human 
figure inside it, and outside it another human figure enveloped in 
the coils of a feathered rattlesnake. Both figures face a centrally 
placed altar. The lintels in the Castillo at Chichen Itza were carved 
originally, but most of the low relief has been hacked off with 
machetes. 

An aaount of travel in the Maya area has been left by John 
Lloyd Stephens, the American diplomat and amateur archaeologist 
who visited Uxmal in 1840 and 1841. He found a sapodilla beam 
in the Governor’s Palace which he took to the United States when 
he left Yucatan. It was subsequently destroyed by a fire in New 
York—^an irreparable loss. Stephens says it was the only beam at 
Uxmal which was carved, and the inscription might have dated this 
structure, one of the most beautiful in pre-Columbian America. 

Other small objects of carved wood were taken from the Well 
of Sacrifice at Chichen Itza, among them the handle of a wooden 
sacrificial knife, carved in the likeness of two intertwined rattle¬ 
snakes (Fig. 14). A chipped-flint blade was hafted to this and its 
handle is covered with a thin sheet of gold. 
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STUCCO MODELING 

Stucco seems to have been widely used in the exterior decora¬ 
tion of Classic-stage buildings and also to a lesser extent in Post¬ 
classic fagades. Stuccowork reached its highest development at 
Palenque and the tablets and panels there are the finest examples 
of this plastic art in the Maya area. Two panels from the west 
fagade of House D of the Palace are illustrated in Plate 77, a and b. 

In the sealed crypt which Alberto Ruz discovered in the 
Temple of the Inscriptions, the walls are decorated with hand¬ 
somely modeled reliefs of nine figures, which possibly represent 
the BolontikUf the Nine Gods of the Lower World. Under, the 
sarcophagus itself were two excellently modeled stucco heads, 
which illustrate the Classic Maya ideal of beauty (Plate 98, ^ and c ). 

Even provincial centers within the Palenque sphere of influence 
showed this mastery of the stucco technique. Some years ago a 
tomb was found at Comalcalco, about one hundred miles northwest 
of Palenque. On three walls were representations of standing hu¬ 
man figures in stucco, three to a sidej two, as restored, are shown 
in Plate 78, and ^ j the same two, as found, in Plate 78^. Although 
less finely executed than the stucco figures at Palenque, these 
Comalalco figures are not without considerable merit. The best 
example of stuccowork in northern Yucatan is at Acanceh. Here 
in the upper half of a fagade are the remains of a handsome stucco 
panel, composed of animals, birds, and serpents (Plate 79). When 
this was uncovered forty years ago, the frieze still retained many 
traces of its original coloring, with a bright turquoise blue predomi¬ 
nating. This frieze dates from early Classic times. In Postclassic 
times Tulum furnishes the only examples of stucco decoration, in 
the form of recessed panels above the doors of buildings. 

CLAY MODELING 

The practice of making modeled clay heads goes back to a very 
early period in Mesoamerican art. Such heads have been found in 
quantity in the prehistoric cemetery beneath the lava flow at San 
Angel and Tlalpan outside Mexico City, probably dating from the 















a) Stela F, Quirigua. 


b) Stela D, Quirigua. —> 


Plate 72.—Sculptures of 
THE Classic Stage 



I c) Zoomorph P, Quirigua. 




















PiATE 73 .—Sculptures of the Postclassic Stage ( a ^ e ) 
AT Chicken Itza, and (/) at Uxmal 


(it) Chac Mool; (^) anthropomorphic support for a banner j (c) Red Jaguar Throne j (/) At- 
lantean figure altar support; (e) support for a banner; (/) altar in the so-called cemetery. 










Plate 74, —Sculptures of the Postclassic Stage at 
Chicken Itza AND UxMAL 

(a) Seated figure, Northwest Colonnade, ChicJicn Itza; (/f) same figure, profile; (c) head 
emerging from the mouth of a serpent, House of the Magician, Uxmal; (d) same head, profile. 














«- a) Doorjamb, 
Structure 2C6, Ka- 
bah, Yucatan. 


b) Door jamb, 
Structure 2C6, Ka- 
bah. —> 


Plate 75 
Sculptures 
OE the 


Postclassic 

Stage 


Lintel, 
Structure 2, Xcu- 
loc, Campeche. 


I d) Lintel, 

I Structure 1, Xcu- 

J loc. 






















Plate 77. —Stuccowork from Palenque 















t a) Figure of squirrel. 


Plate 79. —Stuccowork from Acanceh, Yucatan 


I i/) Figures of bat, eagle (?), jaguar (?), and serpent. 





t a) Archaic clay head, 
‘‘black dirt” stratum. 


t if) Another exampl 
of the same type. 



t c) Archaic female torso, “black dirt” 
stratum. 



t d) Other examples of the same type. 
Plate 8o.^Uaxactun Ceramics, Mamom Phase 









Plate 8i.—Clay Modeling from the Classic ahd Postclassic 
Stages among the Lacandon 

(a) Effigy pipe, Temple of the Warriors, Chichen Itzaj {^) head from incense 
burner, Mayapan; (c) figurine made from an ancient mold, found near the Rio 
Chixoy, Chiapas j (</) modem Lacandon incense burner, Chiapas. 





















































first millennium before Christ. Similar heads have been found in JSSJ 
the earliest layer showing human occupation at Uaxactun (Plate 8o, 
a and b). The Uaxactun heads are quite aude: the eyes are round 
holes punched in almond-shaped depressions; the eyebrows appear 
as shallow lines; the face is modeled without skill. Found with 
these early heads, which probably date to the first millennium 
before Christ, are crudely shaped torsos (Plate 8o, c and d). 

A few examples of heads and torsos have been found which 
may be ascribed to the early part of the Late Period, but a number 
of fine clay figurines have been recovered that date from late in the 
period. Some of these were modeled by hand and then baked, but 
others were made in molds of baked clay. A few of these ancient 
molds have been found. The finest is a one-piece mold of the 
front of a seated female figure about 8 inches high; a modern 
cast of it is shown in Plate 8 ic. This mold was found near the west 
bank of the Chixoy or Salinas River in the eastern part of the state 
of Chiapas, Mexico, and the statuette made from it recalls the best 
stuccowork at Palenque. The cast is now in the Peabody Museum, 
Harvard University. 

Another Classic-stage center where figurines and heads of baked 
clay reached a high degree of perfection was Jonuta on the lower 
Usumacinta River. Excellent figurines were also made at the Is¬ 
land of Jaina (Plate 82), o£F the west coast of the northern penin¬ 
sula. While modeled clay heads and figurines are found every¬ 
where in the region covered by the Maya civilization and occur 
throughout Maya history, they seem to have reached their highest 
perfection during the eighth and ninth centuries a.d., in Campeche 
and Tabasco. 

Figurines of early Postclassic times are unknown. A finely 
modeled pipe of this period, imported from west Mexico and 
found in the North Colonnade at Chichen Itza, is illustrated in 
Plate 8itf. The length of this pipe is inches; the bowl is 
inches high, flaring to a diameter of 3 inches at the top. In front 
of the bowl there is a modeled bird’s head; this head is hollow and 
contains a pellet of clay which makes the pipe rattle when moved. 




Just behind the bowl there is another appliqued decoration in strips 
of clay. The color is a warm terra-cotta red and the pipe has a 
polished finish. 

Incense burners were common in late Postclassic times j these 
have modeled clay heads and figurines appliqued to their exterior 
walls. One from an incense burner found at Mayapan is shown in 
Plate 81^5 this dates from the fifteenth century. The features 
show considerable skill in modeling, but the clay is poorly baked 
and the painted decorations are crudely applied. 

The technique of appliqueing modeled heads to incense burners 
still persists among the remnants of the Lacandon Maya in eastern 
Chiapas (Plate %id). 

Between the “black dirt” heads from the lowest occupational 
level at Uaxactun down to the Lacandon incense burner of today 
(Plate 8 id), there is a lapse of at least two thousand years. Plastic 
art has evidently flourished for a very long time. 



CERAMICS 


POTl'ERY, THE BEST GUIDE TO CULTURAL DEVELOPMENT 

OF ALL the imperishable remains of former cultures which man 
has left behind him, his pottery best reflects his cultural progress 
and presents a guide to its sequence. A welter of pottery fragments 
litters the sites where man formerly lived, and they may be ana¬ 
lyzed by the same technique as that worked out by geologists for 
studying the geological periods through which the earth has passed. 
This technique, called stratigraphic sequence, works on the general 
principle that what happened or was made first was deposited firsts 
therefore, the oldest pottery will be found at the bottom of the 
refuse heaps. 

Around the settlements of pottery-making peoples there grad¬ 
ually accumulated refuse heaps of broken pottery, mingled with 
other debris. These heaps are usually found in exposed places, and 
the perishable materials in them have largely disappeared. Except 
in sheltered refuse heaps in unusually dry climates, only such in¬ 
destructible objects may be found as stone, shell, bone, and—most 
important for the chronologic records—potsherds. 

These refuse heaps were always located near the settlements 
that made them, and may sometimes measure many feet in depth j 
a cross-section of such a deposit gives a reliable ceramic history of 
the settlement near which it accumulated. Such stratified deposits 
of pottery fragments give dependable relative ceramic sequences, 
but do not, however, furnish an absolute chronology. 

This technique for the relative dating of ceramic types has 
been most highly perfected for the Pueblo Indian cultures of the 
southwestern United States. There is another factor present in 
this region which makes even more accurate dating pwDssible, and this 
is supplied by the roof beams of the houses. The exact ages of these 
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beams may be determined by a study of their growth rings accord¬ 
ing to a method developed by Dr. A. S. Douglass of the Univer¬ 
sity of Arizona. This fixes not only the time limits of the settle¬ 
ment in terms of Christian chronology but also the relative ages 
within these limits of the different ceramic wares. 

In the Maya area, stratified deposits showing ceramic sequence 
are even more varied than those in the Pueblo region of the United 
States. In addition to refuse heaps, stratification of ceramic frag¬ 
ments has been found under plaza floors and in superimposed archi¬ 
tectural units and tombs. All these sources have been found at 
Uaxactun, and have provided a relative chronology for central 
Maya ceramic types. This chronology gives us a framework for 
the Peten region, a sequence for Copan has recently been published, 
and additional materials from Piedras Negras and Palenque have 
been excavated. A volume based on excavations at fifteen sites in 
Yucatan is now in press. In the Guatemala highlands. Formative 
and early Classic pottery from Kaminaljuyu have been described, 
as well as good ceramic sequences from Zacualpa and Zaculeu. The 
variation in the pottery from these regions is striking enough to in¬ 
dicate that a large number of additional excavations are necessary 
to learn the whole Maya ceramic development. There are, how¬ 
ever, enough interregional similarities throughout to allow the 
presentation of an over-all picture of development, fixed in time 
at various points by associated Maya calendric dates. 

In the dated Maya monuments we may someday have an abso¬ 
lute chronological yardstick. The dates of many of these monu¬ 
ments have been exactly determined in terms of Maya chronology, 
and it remains only to align Maya with Christian chronology to 
have as accurate dating as that afforded by tree rings. 

Such are the variety, complexity, number, and specialization 
of Maya ceramic wares, however, and so close their association with 
exactly dated monuments that, when the whole story has been 
pieced together and all the existing evidence gathered in, we shall 
probably know more about the ceramics of the Maya area, of the 
cities or localities where the different vrares originated, of their 
distribution and disappearance from the Maya picture, than we 



shall ever know about the ceramics of any other people of ancient 
Ameria. 

FORMATIVE POTTERY 

With little question, the art of pottery m^ng was not invented 
in the Maya lowlands. Guatemala highland Formative pottery 
shows elaboration which suggests that this area, a likely point of 
origin of maize agriculture, was also a focal point in early ceramic 
development. Here in earliest Formative times (Las Charcas 
phase) is found pottery with simple, one-color painted designs, 
shoe-shaped cooking pots, comalesy bowls with grater bottoms, and 
a peculiar cup-shaped vessel with long, tripod legs, which lasted 
in use through aU periods in some areas of Mesoameria. Both 
cylindrical and flat clay stamps, effigy whistles in animal form, and 
hand-modeled figurines are found. In the next phase in order 
(Sacatepequez) new colors and forms are added, and in the long 
final Formative phase in highland Guatemala (Miraflores) there 
is a continuing history of ceramic development which includes the 
growth in popularity of tripod legs on bowls, resist-painted de¬ 
signs, and great enrichment and variation in ceramic forms and 
decoration. Hand-modeled figurines appear in some quantity. 
Whistling vessels and stirrup-spouted vessels, both forms chiefly 
known from Peru, appear in this phase. 

The three Formative-stage phases in the Guatemala highlands 
show a continuous development with no evidence of change due 
to foreign influence. In general, the closest counterparts to this 
development lie in the Mexican highlands. Large temple sub¬ 
structures and magnificently furnished tombs characterize the Mira¬ 
flores phase, indicating that by then the priestly hierarchy was well 
organized. Other arts and crafts during Formative times are as 
highly developed as are the ceramics. 

In the Maya lowland area. Formative ceramics are not so fully 
known, and those found are not so elaborate. However, this may 
be due to the fact that no early, rich tombs come from this area. 
The ceramics are almost exclusively monochrome, although finely 
burnished and meticulously shaped, but the form and decorative 
repertories are limited. 



SS Formative pottery is quite similar throughout the Maya low- 
land area, even in the distant Maya-speaking Huastec region. The 
striated, unslipped cooking pot is a ubiquitous form, arguing for 
common cooking practices which lasted through the whole time 
span of the Maya pre-Hispanic culture. The distribution of the 
comale^ a flat platter used for roasting tortillas, suggests that this 
food was largely restricted to the highland area until the Conquest. 

CLASSIC STAGE 

The hallmark of the Classic stage in the central Maya area is 
the evolution of polychrome pottery. Over much of Mesoamerica 
in late Formative times, orange slipped pottery was decorated by 
painting in red, outlined by an incised line. In the first poly¬ 
chromes, black or white painted outlining was substituted for the 
incising. Earlier designs were simple and largely geometric. In 
the mainland Mexican area. Classic pottery was chiefly mono¬ 
chrome, but in the central Maya area were developed the most 
elaborate and exquisitely designed painted pottery of the New 
World. The earliest polychromes (early Tzakol phase) were 
decorated in geometric style. Later (Tepeu phase) naturalistic 
designs, some of them narrative in character, were painted. The 
pottery designs doubtlessly copied the Maya manuscripts, the pro¬ 
duction of which must have been a major activity of the priests of 
this period. The ceramics show finer draftsmanship than the three 
Maya codices which are extant, but the glyphic inscriptions on the 
pottery were for the most part painted by illiterate although pro¬ 
ficient craftsmen. This suggests that hieroglyphic writing was, dur¬ 
ing Classic times as at the Conquest, a priestly monopoly, a specialty 
requiring long training. The finest naturalistic polychrome was 
made in the southern valleys of the centi^ area in late Classic 
times. In the western end of the central area, incised and piano- 
relief decoration was highly developed. Classic-stage Maya pot¬ 
tery does not in general show the extreme conservatism of Maya 
sculpture and calendrics during this period. Changes in secular 
culture seem to have been uninhibited by the conservatism char¬ 
acteristic of highly formalized religion. 
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During the second half of the Classic stage, figurines appear 
in the central Maya area; their center of development seems to 
be along the Gulf of Campeche in the states of Tabasco and Cam¬ 
peche. The finest lots of figurines come from the Island of Jaina, 
although good examples also come from the region of Falenque 
and Jonuta. The figurines range in height from 4 to lO inches. 
They are made of a fine-textured orange clay, and often bear a 
white wash, with traces of paint in blue and other colors. They 
are usually foxmd in graves. There are two types: one solid and 
hand-modeled, the other with mold-pressed front and plain clay 
back; the latter often contains pellets to make a rattle, or a whistle 
and stops to form an ocarina. Detailing on these figurines is 
amazingly fine; tattooed designs are shown clearly on faces no 
larger than a thumbnail. Without question these are the most in¬ 
tricate and detailed work in clay in pre-Columbian America. Figur¬ 
ines, flageolets, and other small pottery objects, generally similar 
in style to the Jaina mold-made figurines, are found over a larger 
area, including the Peten, Puuc, and La Venta regions. 

In the northern Yucatan plain the ceramics contemporaneous 
to the central Classic stage show a sharply marked division into 
two traditions: the earlier (Regional stage) pottery is closely simi¬ 
lar to the pottery of the central area; the later (Florescent stage) 
stems from developments in the Puuc-Chenes-Rio Bec area, where 
a separate tradition developed in early or mid-Classic times. Re¬ 
gional-stage pottery consisted of monodiromes which are strik¬ 
ingly similar to those of the Peten, but polychrome was little used; 
along the western border a thus far unique but highly developed 
ceramic assemblage is found.. The presence of central-Maya-style 
ceramics in the north suggests tbat this area was culturally periph¬ 
eral to the Peten, where the earliest Classic Maya stelae and archi¬ 
tecture have been found. Yuatan has, however, produced the best 
documented ceramic sequences leading from Maya Formative into 
Regional, and sizable middle and late Formative temple sub¬ 
structures. These are the work of well-organized communities of 
considerable size. It is also notable that every archaeological site 
sampled on the northom plain has produced late Formative 



ceramics. The religious centers of northern Yucatan were thus 
established well before the “Maya civilization” developed, and 
continued to be occupied until after the collapse of the Peten 
centers. 

The Florescent-stage ceramics follow those of the Regional 
stage in Yucatan, but they had a specific point of origin, and they 
spread during a considerable time period before they replaced the 
Regional ceramics over the whole northern end of the peninsula. 
The distinguishing and diagnostic Florescent potteries are the slate- 
wares, characterized by a waxy gray to brownish slip, occasionally 
ornamented with a pale, crudely applied grayish paint. Despite 
their drab coloring, they are characterized by a fine smooth finish, 
careful forming, and technical excellence. They seem to be the 
product of a carefully organized, competent group of craftsmen, 
whereas the Peten polychromes are creations of talented individ¬ 
uals. A further evidence of the “industrialization” of Maya pot¬ 
tery is found in the use of the k*abd among modern Yucatecans. 
The k’abal is a wooden cylinder which rests on a smooth board 
and is spun between the soles of the potter’s feet. With the k’abal 
the operator can vary the process of forming a pot from the simple 
scraping and spreading technique used by Indians over large areas 
of the Americas, to a procedure very close to the wheel throwing 
used by Old World potters as early as 3000 b.c. Although the 
potter’s wheel was never used in pre-Columbian Ameria, vessels 
made on a k’abal have the even, elaborate contours characteristic 
of wheel-made pottery, and such characteristics are found on much 
pre-Conquest Maya ceramics. 

The exact region of origin of the Yucatecan slatewares is un¬ 
known, but may likely have been the Chenes area. To the south 
in the Rio Bee area the few available data indicate that the archaeo¬ 
logical sites are sharply differentiated both architecturally and 
ceramically from the Peten-style ruins to the south of them. A 
s<Mt of cultural frontier seems to have existed here along a well- 
defined line, formed perhaps by expansion of two political groups— 
Peten to the south, Chenes-Rio Bee to the north. The Puuc-region 
ceramics are a variation of Chenes style, showing indiations, as 
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does the architecture, of a later dating. It would seem that the 
Puuc area was colonized relatively late by people from neighbor¬ 
ing areas, perhaps only after cistern storage of water was evolved 
(see chapter v). Puuc-style buildings and ceramics are found on 
Chenes sites, and vice versa; there was certainly no frontier here, 
and it is likely that all three areas—Puuc, Chenes, Rio Bee—^had 
common cultural origins, constant interconnections, and that the 
Puuc was the last of these regions to be settled. 

It was probably after 9.18.0.0.0 (a.d. 790) that Florescent 
ceramics and Puuc-Chenes-style architecture came to dominate all 
of northern Yucatan to the extinction of earlier ceramics and archi¬ 
tecture. The spread of slatewares was gradual; there is evidence 
that for a period of at least a hundred years and perhaps longer, 
slatewares of Chenes type were used with Regional monochromes. 
The correlation of vessel shapes and wares in these deposits is 
revealing, certain vessel forms occurring only in slateware, others 
only in monochrome. It seems likely that trade took place among 
various communities during this period, each with its specialty in 
pottery wares and forms, much as native goods are traded now in 
the area. There is evidence for the same sort of community spe¬ 
cialization and trade among the Puuc sites. 

The vessel t5^es in the Maya area during the Initial Series 
period are quite similar throughout. In slipped ware there were 
two size ranges of jars, one large enough to carry a full backload 
of water, the other of two- to three-quart capacity. Hemispheroid 
basins are conunon, and low platters are found in some areas; both 
have thickened rims. Bowls are of two types, both smaller than 
the preceding shapes. Basal break bowls hold one to three quarts; 
their bottoms are nearly flat, their sides are flaring, and they have 
specialized supports, either a ring or three legs. Hemispheroid 
bowls hold a pint to a quart and have either a flattened bottom or 
a ring base. The unslipped, externally striated cooking pots have 
been described above. Incensarios for religious ceremonies were 
also unslipped, but they were decorated with applique and painted 
with white day or plaster. Among the thin, finely made, and elabo¬ 
rately decorated vessels which were so widely traded, the common- 
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a) Excavated fragment, Uxmal. 


Plate 83. —Slateware, Puuc Period, 
FROM Northern Yucatan 


provenance unknown. 
























































est shape is cylindrical j some flare slightly, some are barrel-shaped. 
Thin, decorated hemispheroid bowls with flaring ring bases also 
belong in this group. 

This is a simple repertory of pottery forms, perhaps mirroring 
a simple way of life. The Maya seem to have channeled their love 
of the rich and ornate exclusively into their religion. 
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POSTCLASSIC STAGE 

The Postclassic ceramics of Chichen Itza aid our understanding 
of the Toltec conquest. In their materials and craftsmanship they 
are direct descendants of the Florescent ceramics which preceded 
them, but in form and decoration they are slavish and rather poor 
copies of the Fine Orange pottery imported by the Toltecs from 
Veracruz. Following the Toltec period there were changes in the 
preparation of pottery clay and later a change to the red slip color 
which is still used in Yucatan. Later still, the introduction of a new 
form of cooking pot suggests the bringing in of foreign women in 
numbers, and the introduction of figurine incensarios indicates a 
striking change in religious custom. 

The Spaniards made fewer changes in the ceramics of Yucatan 
than did the Toltecs. Glaze was never introduced, nor has the 
potter’s wheel displaced the k’abal. The vessel forms also have 
remained amazingly constant, perhaps a reflection of the surpris¬ 
ingly slight changes in Maya folk life in general. The period from 
A.D. 1350 to 1950 has been probably the most conservative in the 
ceramic history of Yucatan. Since Toltec conquest this area changed 
from the most progressive in the New World to a cultural back¬ 
water. 



MUCELLANEOUS ARTf AND CRAFTS 


TEXTILES 

NO CLASSIC-STAGE textiles have survived and only a few 
from the Postclassic. Fragments of white cotton cloth, thought to 
date from before the Conquest, are reported from Tenam in east¬ 
ern Chiapas j the supposed late Postclassic dating of this cloth is 
based upon the associated pottery. Numerous small pieces of car¬ 
bonized cloth were recovered from the Well of Sacrifice at Chichen 
Itza. They show many complicated weaves, and date from late 
Postclassic times. 

These are the only specimens of ancient Maya textiles that 
have yet been discovered, but the Classic and Postclassic sculptures 
bear witness to their former abundance and variety. The modern 
Maya of the highlands of Guatemala have a rich textile art which 
no doubt derives from their pre-Conquest ancestors. The Lacan- 
don Maya of eastern Chiapas still practice spinning and handloom 
weaving, crafts that have disappeared in northern Yucatan only 
during the past generation or two. 

Classic-stage sculptures indicate that the cotton fabrics of that 
period were of rich and complicated weave, and elaborate embroi¬ 
dery seems to have been employed. A few representations of these 
textiles, taken from the monuments, are shown in Figure 44, 
c, and d. Textiles from the Postclassic stage are illustrated in Fig¬ 
ure 44, tf, /, g, and h. 

Hand-woven cotton materials {fatis) of fixed length and width 
were used as articles of trade in ancient times and after the Con¬ 
quest became the principal form of tribute (mantas) exacted from 
the Indians. 
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The Lacandon, whose living conditions closely resemble those 
of the ancient Maya, still spin cotton thread and weave a coarse S 5 
cloth, using the same techniques as did their ancestors. 381 



Fig. 44.—Classic textiles {a^ by Cy d) taken from the monuments; and Postclassic 
textiles {e, /, gy h) from wall paintings and pottery. 


Spinning and weaving is done by the women. They gather the 
cotton and spin it into thread, using as a spindle a slender pointed 
stick about lO inches long, weighted near the lower end with a disk 
of pottery. These disks, or spindle whorls, are all that has survived 
of ancient Maya spinning and weaving implements. They gave 
balance and weight to the spindle as it was twirled in the right hand, 
while the lower end of the spindle rested in a gourd on the ground; 
the unspun cotton was held in the left hand or thrown over the left 
shoulder (Plate 86»). 

The Maya loom was of the same general type as those of other 
American Indian groups. One wooden rod is fastened to each end 
of the warp to keep the cloth stretched to the desired width. A 
thidc hemp cord {ymd), attached to each end of the lower rod. 













0 Spinning. 







passes behind the weaver, permitting her to tighten the warp by 
leaning badcward. The upper rod is attached to a tree or post. The SS 
strip of cloth may be made as long as eight feet, and as it lengthens 383 
it is wound around the upper rod. The weaver sits as far back from 
the post as possible in order to hold the loom horizontally at the 
required tension (Plate i 6 b). The looms are to 3 feet wide, 
and when wider cloth is desired two strips are sewed together. An 
ancient representation of this technique appears in the Codex Tro- 
Cortesianus (Fig. 45), where Ixchel, patroness of the art, is shown 
weaving. 


Fig. 45.—The goddess Ixchel weav¬ 
ing. Page 79, Codex Tro-Cortesi- 
anus. 


The towns and villages of Guatemala are still characterized 
by the different kinds of cloth they weave and by their traditional 
designs. Although wool has been introduced since the Conquest, 
most native clothing is still made of hand-loomed cotton cloth. 
Today silk is generally used for embroidery, but colored cotton 
threads and feathers were used in earlier times. There are no iden¬ 
tical designs, but in each village there is general conformity to the 
traditional pattern (Plate 26,« and b). . 

The color symbolism used by the Guatemala Indians in their 
designs still bears some relation to that used by the ancient Maya. 
Black represents weapons because it is the color of obsidian; yellow 
symbolizes food because it is the color of corn; red represents 
blood; and blue means sacrifice. The royal color is green beause 
that is the color of the quetzal bird, whose plumage was reserved 
for the rulers. 



■JwM In coloring textiles the thread is dyed rather than the finished 
fabric. Although aniline dyes are now replacing organic and min- 
384 eral colors, a few are still in use. Perhaps the most highly prized 
native dye was a deep purple obtained from a mollusk found along 
the Pacific coast (Purpura patula, Linnaeus and Lamardc), a rela¬ 
tive of the Mediterranean mollusk which gave the famous “royal 
purple of Tyre.” 

In Yucatan the type of embroidery used by the modem Maya 
is cross-stitch (xoc bil chut or “threads that are counted”). The 
earlier designs may have been geometric like those still used in cen¬ 
tral Quintana Roo (Plate 26^), but geometric designs are now 
largely replaced by floral motifs (Plate %()d). 

But native weaves and colors are everywhere giving way to 
machine-made fabrics and aniline dyes. Except in the highlands 
of Guatemala, the native textile art has almost disappeared. 

BASKETRY AND MATTING 


No early Maya baskets have been discovered, but they are de¬ 
picted in Classic-stage graphic art. An elaborate basket appears in 
Lintel 24 at Yaxchilan (Fig. /^ 6 a). The upper half is in a twilled 



a bed 

Fig. 46.—Classic and Postclassic baskets from the monuments, wall paintings, 
and pottery: (a) on Lintel 24, Yaxchilan; and e) on the Nebaj Vase; (d) 
fresco in the Temple of the Jaguars, Chichen Itza. 

technique, the middle section shows a design of stepped frets and 
small squares, and the bottom seems to be ornamented with f eather- 
worL Representations of two late Classic-stage baskets are shown 
in Figure 46, b and t, from the Nebaj Vase. A Postclassic basket 
from a wall painting in the Temple of the Jaguars at Chichen Itza 
(Fig. ^ 6 d) is more elaborate but less effective. 

Modern Maya baskets are relatively crude. Some are woven 
from thin, tough vines j these are large and coarse and are used for 





carrying corn. Split-cane baskets, smaller and more neatly woven, ■■■■ 
are used in the home. 

No pieces of matting have survived, but imprints have been 385 
found on pottery and plaster. A small heap of disintegrated mate¬ 
rial, apparently the remains of a palm-fiber mat, was found below 
the plaza floor at Uaxactun. The imprint of another piece was 
found in the temple beneath the Castillo at Chichen Itza; the Red 
Jaguar throne had rested upon this matting. The weave of this 
Postclassic piece was identical with that of mats which are still made 
in Merida. 

M’ats seem to have played an important role in andent Maya 
life. A piece of matting with the sun symbol beside it (Fig. 19^) 
is the hieroglyph for the first month of the ancient Maya ye^. Pop, 
which means “matting.” Sitting on a mat was a mark of authority, 
and throughout the Book of Chilam Balam of Chumayel the words 
“mat” and “throne” are used interchangeably. The sequence of 
the hieroglyphic inscriptions on the badcs of Stela J at Copan 
(Fig. 47^) and Stela H at Qulrigua (Fig. 47tf) follow the weave 
of a mat pattern in the order of their reading. 

Baskets and matting must have been common among the andent 
Maya, and the materials from which they were made occur in 
abundance throughout the area. 

PAINTING 

Painting was a fine art among the andent Maya, and reached a 
high degree of excellence. Frescoes were used in wall decoration, 
and painting was also used in the decoration of ceramics and in 
illustrating the codices. 

The Maya palette was extensive. There were several reds, 
ranging from an opaque purplish red to a brilliant orange. A cop¬ 
pery tan color was used extensively for outlining, while varying 
mixtures of red with opaque white gave a number of pinks. The 
yellows ranged from a pale greenish yellow to a dark yellow. A 
dark brown resulted from mixing yellow and black. There seems 
to have been but a dngle blue; this was painted over an opaque 
ground to obtain a Prussian blue or laid directly on white plaster 




Fig. 47.—Mat patterns shown on the backs of Postclassic monuments; the glyph 
sequence in these inscriptions follows the pattern of a mat. {a) Stela H at Qui- 
rigua; (if) Stela J at Copan. 


for a Iwight cerulean blue. There are many greens, from olive to 
almost black. No basic green has been found and the different 
shades probably result from varying mixtures of blue and yellow. 




A brilliant, lustrous black was used for outlining, and an opaque 
white for mixing. 

The substance with which the colors were mixed in many ex¬ 
amples seems to have been viscous. Chemical analyses of the pig¬ 
ments in the Chichen Itza frescoes show no trace of this carrying 
substance. It was probably organic and has disappeared with time. 
It may have been the resin of the pom tree from which copal var¬ 
nish now is made. 

The colors were of both vegetable and mineral origin. There 
are a number of trees in the Yucatan Peninsula which yield excel¬ 
lent dyes. Analysis of Chichen Itza pigments shows that they are 
largely of mineral origin, but this may be due to the fact that vege¬ 
table colors are more perishable. The reds are made from hematite 
and the yellows from ocherous earths and clays. Charcoal and other 
carbonized organic matter was the essential ingredient of the black 
pigment. The strong blue, although its exact nature has not been 
identified, was inorganic—^probably some mineral clay. 

The brushes with which these pigments were applied have not 
been found, but the quality of the painting indicates their excel¬ 
lence. Some brushes were so delicately made that fine tapering 
lines could be drawn with them, while coarser brushes were used 
for filling in backgrounds and broader spaces. The brushes were 
probably made of fine feathers or of hair. 

The oldest painting in the Maya area is the fresco in Structure 
B-XIII at Uaxactun, excavated by the Carnegie Institution in 1937 
(Plate 50). This building dates from the Early Period (prior to 
A-D. 593) and had undergone several changes in ancient times; 
some of its chambers show beam-and-mortar roof construction. 
The fresco is in black, red, orange, yellow, and gray, and measures 
9 feet 10 inches wide by 4 feet i inch high. Twenty-six human 
figures are shown, arranged in two horizontal panels and inter¬ 
spersed with several panels of hieroglyphs. Beneath the lower fig¬ 
ure panel is a horizontal line of seventy-two day signs (not shown 
in Plate 50) beginning with the day i a Imix and ending with 5 Eb. 
The composition doubtless portrays some important ceremony. 

Hieroglyphic insaiptions are painted on interior walls of the 



palace at Palenque, and the walls of the shrine in Stnicture 33 at 
Yaxchilan show traces of saolls and figures in red and blue. 

By far the most spectacular, as well as the most informative, 
Maya murals yet discovered are those of Bonampak, Chiapas. 
These pmntings, discovered in 1946 by Giles Healey, cover the 
three vaulted chambers of a building. They are in excellent con¬ 
dition, preserved by the formation of a heavy coat of stalactitic 
limestone which has resulted from constant seepage of water dur¬ 
ing more than i,ocx> years—^they are dated as of Classic stage, at 
about A.D. 790. 

The scenes, room by room, show the holding of a religious 
ceremony. Room i shows the robing of the priests, the gathering 
of an orchestra, and a series of conferences. Room 2 continues 
with a raid to obtain human victims and their ceremonial sacrifice 
on the stairs of a temple substructure. Room 3 shows the culmina¬ 
tion of the rites by a dance in magnificent costumes on the steps 
of a pyramid, and a bloodletting ceremony by the high priest and 
his family. The murals contain a number of hieroglyphic texts 
which date and perhaps explain the pictures and give the names 
or titles of the participants. 

The murals stand in sharp contrast to the sculpture of the stelae, 
where the principal figure remained stylized in attitude and ac¬ 
couterments for over 500 years. The scenes are narrative in a forth¬ 
right yet sensitive style. Naturalism was held so important to the 
artist that the faces of certain of the participants in the murals can 
be recognized from room to room as they recur in parts of the story. 
The moods of the scenes vary: postures and facial expressions are 
relaxed during the preparation for the ceremony, ferocious in the 
raid, cold and forbidding during the sacrifice. Foreshortening and 
superposition give an effect of depth. The naturalism is stronger 
and the drafting more skillful than in any Old World art of the 
same period. 

The first overpowering effect of the Bonampak murals is the 
magnificence of costuming. Headdresses of deliate featherwork 
nearly double the height of each prindpal performer, and the va¬ 
riety of materials used is dazzling—featherwork, cut stone, furs. 



t a) Doorways (left to right) of Rooms I, 2, and 3. The fagade of the build¬ 
ing still shows stuccowork and niches above the entrances, the central one con¬ 
taining fragments of a statue. 


Plate 87,— ^The Temple of the Murals at Bonampak 


h) Floor plan, showing thickness of walls and comparative size of dais and 
i floor space. 




















































Plate 89. —Sacrificial Figures from the Mural of Room 2 




Plate 90.~-AmNiMNn tn the Sacmpicial Ceeemont 





intricate woven fabrics. The next impresrion is that of complete 
lack of self-consciousness in the performers. There is much gos- SS 
siping, and a relaxed and individual posture in each figure. It is 393 
hard to believe that these people were repressed by a strictly or¬ 
dered series of ranks, even though the splendor of their costuming 
varies through a considerable range. 

The detailed information given by these murals on the life of 
the Maya priestly class is tremendous, and will increase as our 
knowledge for their interpretation inaeases. One point of interest 
is the participation of the wife and children of the chief priest in 
the ceremonies—^it had previously been supposed that only men 
were participants. The practice of human sacrifice was also thought 
to be entirely or nearly restricted to Postclassic times, but it ob¬ 
viously took place on a considerable scale at Bonampak. 

Some of the best paintings of the Classic stage are on the 
polychrome vases and bowls of the Late Period found at Uaxac- 
tun, Holmul, and in the Chama region along the Chixoy River. 

The finest were found in a stone-lined tomb in Structure A-I at 
Uaxactun. This must have been the burial of a person of high 
rank, judging from the magnificence of his burial offerings. The 
skeleton lay at full length, with the head pointing to the north 
and both hands clasped against the right shoulder (Fig. 48). At 
the head stood a painted vase, the extended design of which is 
shown in Plate 91. The background is a brilliant orange-red; the 
figures are outlined in black and painted with blade and several 
shades of yellow. Around the top is a line of glyphs, and glyph 
panels are interspersed between the figures. The principal panel 
of sixteen glyphs is the center of the design, with all the figures 
facing it. These glyphs denote a mathematically incorrect Maya 
date, 7.5.0.0.0 8 Ahau 13 Kankin. It is posrible that the date 
intended was 8.5.0.0.0 12 Ahau 13 Kankin, which would involve 
two relatively simple changes in the original inscription, but even 
these corrections give an unlikely date (a.d. 254). Stylistically 
the vase dates about five hundred years later. 

The design shows a priest seated on a throne, faring the central 
glyph panel. Behind him stands an attendant, painted black and 




Plate 91.—Classic-Stage Polychrome Vase Presenting 
AN Initial Series Date, Uaxactun 














Fig. 48. —Sketch of the burial place of a high priest or principal lord in Structure 
A-I, Uaxactun, Petcn, Guatemala; for a description of the mortuary furniture, 
see text. 


holding an eccentric-shaped flint (see Plate lO^a )} another figure 
holds a feather canopy over the priest’s head. To the left of the 
glyph panel are three figures. The two standing figures are also 
painted black; one carries an eccentric-shaped flint and the other 
holds a spear; both wear elaborate cloaks. Between them is a seated 
jaguar offering two bowls, one inverted over the other. 



This tomb also contained other polychrome vessels of equal 
mSm beauty. There were eleven pieces of pottery, nine of them painted. 
2^6 The flat plate with three legs (Fig. 49) is an especially fine piece. 
The tmckground is terra cotta and the design is outlined in black 
and painted in black and red. A dancer, poised on his toes, is exe¬ 
cuting a step; his right arm rests lightly on his hip and his left is 
turned outward in a graceful gesture. The sure sweep of line and 
the admirable fitting of the design to the circular space indicate 
mastery of the art. This plate has a small hole broken in the 
bottom, apparently a ceremonial “releaang of the spirit” of the 
vessel so that it might accompany the owner on his journey to the 










a) I'he Chama vase. 


Plate 92 

Classic-Stage Polychrome Vases from the 
Chixoy Valley, Guatemala 


The Ratinlinxul vase. 
















A famous painted vase from the upper Chixoy Valley in Guate- 
mala is shown with its design extended in Plate $2a. The colors 
are black, red, and brown on a background of pink. Seven figures, 399 
interspersed with as many glyph-panels, are portrayed. The two 
principals face each other and are painted black; the one on the 
right wears a jaguar-skin cloak. Three of the remaining figures 
carry fans. Personal characteristics are faithfully rendered, which 
makes it likely that the figures are portraits. 

A similar vase from Nebaj is almost as well done (Plate 93a). 

This has five human figures, five glyph panels, and four larger 
glyphs at the back of the design. Two figures sit on a dais, with the 
priest occupying the central position. 

A third vase from Ratinlinxul in the same region shows a priest 
borne in what appears to be a basketry palanquin suspended from 
carrying poles on the shoulders of retainers (Plate 92^). A dog 
stretches himself realistically below the palanquin. Five retainers 
follow: the first carries a jaguar-cushioned throne; the next three 
carry supports for the palanquin when at rest; and the last grasps 
a fold of cloth in his left hand. 

Among the codices, the brushwork of the Codex Dresdensis 
(Fig. 9) is of the highest quality; the lines are bold and fluid. The 
Codex Peresianus (Figs. 16 and 29) is not quite so well done but 
the difference is not great. The Codex Tro-Cortesianus (Fig. 28), 
however, is much inferior to the others; both figures and glyphs 
are poorly drawn. All these codices are suspected to be Postclassic 
copies of Classic-stage origjnals. 

The central capstones in corbel-vaulted chambers were some¬ 
times painted with designs of human figures with single rows of 
glyphs above and below them. These painted capstones are not 
common and are confined exclusively to northern sites; all prob¬ 
ably date late Classic (Figs. 52 and 53). Wall paintings are also 
more common at northern centers than in the central area and have 
been found at Chichen Itza, Tulum, Santa Rita Corozal, Chac- 
multun, and Santa Rosa Xtampak (Plate 19). 

The frescoes from the Temple of the Warriors, the Temple 
of the Jaguars, and the Monjas at Chichen Itza all date from 
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capstone from Temple of the Owl, Chichen Itta. 








Plate 94. Wall Painting of a Fishing Village from the Temple of the Warriors, 

Chichen Itza 





















the Toltec period, and show obvious Mexican influence. Two scenes 
of human sacrifice have been illustrated (Plate 28, e and /) and a ’mSm 
wall painting of a coastal village from the Temple of Warriors is 403 
shown in Plate 94. The sea occupies the lower third of this pic- 



Fig. 53.—^Painted capstone from tomb, Chichen Itza, Yucatan. 






ture, and there are three canoes, each with an oarsman in the prow 
mmmm and two men fishing. A variety of marine life swarms in the water. 
404 On shore at the right there is a flat-roofed temple, a feathered 
serpent rising from the inner chamber and two worshipers kneel¬ 
ing in the outer chamber. There are several thatched houses of 
typical Maya design interspersed with trees. A number of people 
go about their daily tasks and the whole picture is peaceful and 
domestic. 

Another mural from the Temple of the Jaguars portrays a 
vigorous assault on a Maya village (Fig. 54). Only two of the 
attackers show in the lower left corner; a serpent curls behind one 
of them, apparently his patron deity. The defending warriors 
swarm out of their village and behind them, among the thatched 
houses, are the women. The composition is full of action and there 
are no superfluous lines. 

A mural from the Temple of the Warriors shows another 
battle. A temple stands in a lake in the upper left corner and sev¬ 
eral fish, a snail, a crab, and a jaguar appear in the water. Half a 
dozen nude aptives, painted with stripes and their arms tied be¬ 
hind their badcs, are being led off by warriors or priests. Other 
warriors seem to be defending a temple in the lower right corner 
(Plate 25). 

The wall paintings at Tulum and Santa Rita Corozal are reli¬ 
gious in character. They date from late Postclassic times, and show 
such striking resemblances to Mixtec art as to assure a common 
religion in the two areas. 

A few painted vases have been found in Yucatan, although 
they may not have been made there; one of the best is shown in 
Plate 93^. At the right is a tree whose trunk shows the outline of a 
human face; a figure is seated on each of the two branches while 
a serpent coils around the trunk. At the right is a standing figure 
who is blowing on a conch shell. Beneath the branches two deer 
are seated, the one at the right completely swathed in bandages. 
The left half of the composition shows two figures facing a deer, 
which seems to be shedding its horns. The figure in front of the 
deer gra^ an antler, and the deer has a blanket on its back deco- 





rated with crossbones. The three figures at the left all wear short 
jaguar-skin skirts or kilts. Above the deer hovers a white bird of 
prey with hawklike beak. The scene may represent a ceremony 
held at the time the deer shed their horns, which in Yucatan takes 
place in March. 


LAPIDARY ART 

The finest examples of Maya lapidary art are arved jades, the 
earliest of which were made during Preclassic times. The earliest 
dated piece is the Leyden Plate, engraved in 320 (Plate 15), on 
which the carving is little more than incised. The figure and the 
glyphs are well done for the early period at which they were exe¬ 
cuted, but the quality of line appears slightly blurred. 

Another early piece from Copan, carved perhaps two hundred 
years later, shows improvement in technique. This piece (Plate 
95«), a three-inch pendant, shows a seated human figure in left 
profile. The hole for the suspension cord enters at the mouth of 
the figure and emerges at the back of the neck; the drilling was 
done from both sides. The carving is rounded and the style is 
pleasing. 

A fine piece of early Classic carved jade was excavated at 
Kaminaljuyu, the archaeological site on the outskirts of Guate¬ 
mala City. Although this site lies outside the Classic Maya area, 
the Maya origin of this piece (Plate 95^) is unmistakable. It pre¬ 
sents a standing human figure instead of a seated one, and the 
design is more elaborate. This piece is 6 inches high; the body 
appears in front view and the head and headdress in left profile. 
The head has a typical Maya profile and the headdress is formed 
by the head and foreleg of a crocodile. 

A finer piece is a jade head (Plate 95, c and i), which dates 
from A.D. 674. Although found at Chichen Itza, it was probably 
carved at Piedras Negras, where the unusual non-period-ending 
date which it presents, 9.12.2.0.16 (674), is recorded three times; 
this date appears nowhere else in the Maya area. It is 3^ inches 
high, and is hollowed out behind. The headdress is formed of a 
















Plate 96. —Carved Jades 
(Classic Stage) 


a) Plaque showing Maya ruler. —> 



If) Statuette from Temple A-XVIII, 
Uaxactun. | 


























Plate 97. —Carved Jades 
(P0STCLA88IC Stage) 


a) Carved head and necklace 
from cache lying on the Red 
Jaguar Throne, Chichen Itza. —> 


3) Head from cache under Castillo 
Stairway, Chichen Itza. I 














jaguar head, and the inscription is incised on a flat edge surrounding 
the hollow at the back. 

410 A jade head of unknown provenance is shown in Plate 95, 
e and /. This belongs to the latest part of the Classic stage, when 
jade carving was at its best. The features are classic Maya and 
the technique is excellent. 

The plaque shown in Plate 96a also dates from very late in 
the Classic stage. It is wedge-shaped, perforated longitudinally 
near the top, and is about 4 inches high. A handsomely dressed 
priest is seated on a throne, body in front view and head in left 
profile. The headdress consists of a serpent with opened jaws 
from which emerges a small figure with a grotesque face. An¬ 
other figure kneels before the throne, and an elaborate “speech 
scroll” issues from the priest’s mouth. The color of this piece is 
a lovely blue-green. It is almost certainly of Maya origin, although 
it was found near San Juan Teotihuacan, twenty-five miles north¬ 
east of Mexico City. 

The jade statuette of a human figure arved in the full round 
is shown in Plate 96, b and c. It was found under the stairway lead¬ 
ing to Temple A-XVIII at Uaxactun. The eyes are rectangular 
and painted a brilliant red. There are a number of small holes 
drilled in the figure, possibly for attaching ornaments. This statu¬ 
ette, which weighs 11pounds, is the largest piece of carved jade 
found in the Maya area. A large boulder of unworked solid jade 
weighing slightly over 200 pounds was discovered under the stdr- 
way of a pyramid at Kaminaljuyu. It is water-worn and apparently 
has had many small pieces sawed from it, perhaps for making into 
ornaments. 

Three pieces of engraved jade from Chichen Itza are shown 
in Plate 93} although somewhat inferior to the jades previously 
illustrated, they are excellently carved. The two largest were 
found in a stone box at the base of the stairway which leads to the 
early temple buried inside the Castillo pyramid at Chichen Itza. 

The Ruz tomb at Palenque yielded a carved jade of excellent 
workmanship (Plate 98tf). The figurine, which was found in the 
sarcophagus itself, represents Kinich Ahau, the sun god. 



















t a) The interior. 

Plate 99.—Sarcophagus Found in the Ruz Tomb, Palenque 
I 1) Detail of relief on the outer surface. 



















t a) Entry. 


t h) Stucco figures on wall. 

Plate ioo.—I'nterior of the Crypt, Temple op the 
Inscriptions, Palenque 


I c) View toward entry steps. 


I d) View from steps. 














































Natural deposits of jade have never been found in Meso- 
america, though geologists believe that there were two principal 
sources of supply: (i) the mountains of southern Mexico in the 
states of Guerrero and Oaxaca and (2) the highlands of western 
Guatemala. Pieces of jade were probably found as water-worn 
pebbles or boulders in streams, varying in weight from a few ounces 
to several hundred pounds. The shape and size of the original 
piece often influenced the design into which it was carved. A study 
of Middle American jades by mineralogists of the Carnegie Insti¬ 
tution of Washington has shown that American jades are true jade- 
ites, though their chemical composition differs from that of Chinese 
jadeite. This variation is not sufficient to place them outside the 
true jadeite group, but it makes them differ somewhat in appear¬ 
ance from Chinese jades. American jade is not so translucent as 
Chinese jade; it varies from dark green to light blue-green, 
through all shades of gray and into white; it is also more mottled 
than Chinese jade. 

American jade is extremely hard—6.5 to 6.8 in the mineral- 
ogical scale, the diamond being graded 10—and when we con¬ 
sider that the ancient Maya had no metal tools, their mastery of 
jade carving is a technical achievement. Pieces of jade were sawed 
by drawing cords back and forth through grooves and by using 
stone particles and water as a cutting agent. Holes were bored from 
both ends with drills of bone or hardwood, again using finely 
crushed stone and water as the cutting agent, with the perfora¬ 
tions meeting in the middle. Hollow bird bones were used for 
drilling circles and segments of circles. In the finer pieces a mod¬ 
eled effect was probably achieved by careful incising, followed by 
deepening and smoothing the grooves. 

MOSAICS 

Few mosaics from either the Classic or Postdassic have sur¬ 
vived. Mirrors made of fitted pieces of iron pyrites attached to 
backs of wood or stone have been found at Piedras Negras and 
Kaminaljuyu. There are suggestions of jade mosaics in Classic- 
stage reliefs, and a fine mask has been reconstructed from the jade 
pieces found in the Ruz tomb at Palenque. 



Examples of turquoise mosaic from the Postclassic are four 
disks found buried in ceremonial caches at Chichen Itza. These SS 
were not made in Yucatan, which lacks deposits of turquoise, but 41^ 
were brought from central Mexico, where the technique was com¬ 
mon during the fourteenth to sixteenth centuries. 

The first was found by the Carnegie Institution of Washington 
in a covered limestone jar (Plate 43^) beneath the floor of the 
Temple of the Chac Mool, which was later incorporated into the 
pyramid of the Temple of the Warriors. The badcing of this disk 
had been made of wood which was almost rotted away. The re¬ 
stored disk is in the National Museum of Anthropology and His¬ 
tory, Mexico City (Plate 43«). Three similar disks were found 
by the Mexican government in the buried temple under the Cas¬ 
tillo at Chichen Itza—two in the same box with the carved jades 
illustrated in Plate 97, and t, and the third on the seat of the 
Red Jaguar Throne. One of the first two disks is in the Museum 
of Archaeology and History at Meridaj the last still rests on the 
seat of the Red Jaguar Throne (Plate 73^). 

METALWORK 

The only metal objects recovered from a Classic-stage center 
under archaeological conditions are a pair of legs belonging to a 
small, hollow figurine made of a gold-copper alloy (Fig. 55c), 
which were found at Copan. Analysis of this alloy, as well as the 
casting technique employed, suggests that it was made in Costa 
Rica or Panama. The legs were recovered from the dirt fiU of the 
foundation vault under Stela H, dedicated in 782 (Plate 6 ia). 

The other parts of the figurine were not located, and the pieces 
recovered may have found their way into the vault some time later 
than the dedicatory date. 

Metal objects from the Postclassic are also infrequent. The 
greatest number recovered have been dredged from the Well of 
Sacrifice at Chichen Itza, though copper bells have been found 
elsewhere. 

Gold and copper objects from the Well of Sacrifice include 
disks decorated in repousse technique (Fig. 56, a, d., and e), cup 
and saucer (Fig. 56c), netilaces, bracelets (Fig. 56^), masks, 



mJL pendants (Plate lOi, a and c), rings (Fig. 55, a and b), earplugs, 
SSH bells (Fig. ss, d, e, and /, and Plate loi^), and beads. The style 
416 and workmanship of many of the smaller objects indicate that they 
were also made in Costa Rica and Panama. 
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Fig. 55* —Examples of metalwork from Copan, Honduras', and from Chichen 
Itza, Yucatan: (a, b) gold finger rings and (d, f) copper bells, all dredged 
from the Well of Sacrifice; (^) pair of legs of gold found in the cruciform vault 
below Stela H. 

Most of these metal objects probably reached Chichen Itza 
as articles of trade. Chemical analyses have established that they 
came from as far south as Colombia, Panama, Honduras, and 
Guatemala, and from as far west and north as Chiapas, Oaxaca, 
and the Valley of Mexico. The copper pieces which contain tin 
and arsenic came from Oaxaca and the Valley of Mexico} those 
containing only tin are from Honduras. The purest copper came 
from Guatemala and Chiapas. 

Ail objects which show casting are of foreign origin. The only 
technique with which Maya goldsmiths were familiar was ham¬ 
mering and repousse work. It is probable that the gold used in 
the few objects actually made at Chichen Itza was obtained by 


a) Pendant. 




Plate ioi.—Postclassic-Stage Goldwork. Well of Sacrifice, 
Chichen Itza 


I c) Three portions of mask. 
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Fig. 56.—Gold and copper objects from the Well of Sacrifice, Chichen Itza, 
Yucatan: (a, dy and disks decorated in repousse technique; (b) gold bracelet; 
(r) gold cup and saucer. 

reworking cast-gold objects of foreign origin. These local pieces 
are usually thin disks decorated with scenes of battle. The scenes 
represent conflicts between the Maya of Chichen Itza and the Mexi¬ 
can conquerors. The central designs from three such disks are 
reproduced in Figure 57. The figures are similar to those in the 
reliefs and frescoes of the Toltec Period at Chichen Itza, and the 
disks probably date from that period. 




Fig. 57. — Central de¬ 
signs of three gold disks 
in repousse technique 
from the Well of Sacri¬ 
fice, Chichen Itza, Yuca¬ 
tan: (tf, b) two Mexican 
warriors, right, armed 
with spean and spear 
throwers, and two Maya 
warriors with feather 
capes at the left; (c) the 
two Maya warriors re¬ 
treating at the right, be¬ 
fore the two pursuing 
Mexicans. 





MM The most common metal objects recovered from the Well of 
Saaifice are small copper bells of the sleigh-bell type. These bells 
420 were a common ornament of the death god (Fig. 55, d, e, and /) 
and are usually associated with him. 

FLINT CHIPPING 

Flint chipping was a fine art among the ancient Maya. Sub- 
stela caches of eccentric-shaped flints (Plate 102, a and b) and 
blades (Plate 102c) are often found buried under Maya monu¬ 
ments. Perhaps the finest examples of this craft are the elaborate 
but delicately chipped staff heads excavated at El Palmar in Quin¬ 
tana Roo (Plate loid) and at Quirigua (Plate loie). A small 
piece broken from the bottom of the El Palmar flint was not found, 
but in its original condition it was a completely closed design. Three 
human heads in profile are shown on the Quirigua piece. 

FEATHERWORK 

A few examples of Aztec featherwork have been found, but 
none of the ancient Maya work has survived. The graphic art of 
the Classic and Postdassic periods shows how rich and highly de¬ 
veloped it must have been, and early Spanish writers frequently 
allude to it. 

The forests of the Yucatan Peninsula teem vdth birds of gor¬ 
geous plumage, and the highlands of Guatemala are the habitat 
of the beautiful quetzal. Feathers were utilized in making pa¬ 
naches, crests, apes, and shields. They were also used for pen¬ 
dant decorations to spears and scepters, and in canopies, fans, and 
personal ornaments. Featherwork was also used in embroideries 
and fringes for cotton fabrics. 

One of the loveliest examples is the panache of the headdress 
worn by the priest on Wall Panel 3 at Piedras Negras (Plate 69). 
Such long plumes must have been the tail feathers of the quetzal. 
A similar headdress is worn by the priest on Stela 12 at Piedras 
Negras (Plate i8c), who also wears a short feather cape. The 
graceful and slightly stylized treatment of the featherwork lends 
distinction to these fine reliefs. 



El Palmarj (c) flint blades, Quirigua; 
(d) flint ornament from a ceremonial 
9' staff, El Palmar; {e) flint ornament from 



Plate 102.—Eccentric Chipped Flints (Classic Stack) 








Northern area representations of featherwork show an inferior 
technique, and it is probable that this art was also declining. Some 
featherwork is shown on the wooden lintels from the Temple of 
the Jaguars at Chichen Itza (Fig. 42), and another example from 
Xculoc, Campeche, is illustrated in Plate 75, c and d. 

Father Sahagun, our greatest authority on the Aztec, tells us 
that they Ijad two kinds of featherwork: 

They [the Aztec] make the devices which they wear on their backs 
in dancing, all the costumes of the dance, and the trappings with which 
they dance [of feathers] and they executed the craft and profession of 
feather-workers in two different ways: the first kind of work consists of 
fastening the feathers to the background with paste in order thus to fin¬ 
ish the work; the second way consists in doing the work and finishing it 
with the help of thread and cord. 

In desaibing this latter technique Father Sahagun writes further: 

There is another kind of work, the handicraft of thread and cord. In this 
way they make their fans out of the plumes of the quetzal, their feather 
bracelets, the devices they wear on their backs and other things, their 
tunics blazoned with their arms etc.; and in addition, pendants, panaches, 
balls, tassels of feathers, with all of which they adorn themselves and 
decorate their fans. 

He also says that this art was relatively recent among the Aztec, 
especially the use of the brightly colored feathers of tropical birds. 
These ame from the southern provinces, which were not subju¬ 
gated until the reigns of the last two Aztec emperors before the 
Spanish Conquest. 

Early Spanish writers indicate the importance of this craft 
among the Quiche Maya of the Guatemala, highlands, who had 
aviaries where birds were bred for their plumage. Fuentes y Guz¬ 
man, the seventeenth-century historian of Guatemala, says that 
the Quiche rulers at Utatlan had “places set apart for the breed¬ 
ing of ducks, for the sake of their plumage which they employed 
in weaving.” Another early authority, describing the same place, 
^tes; 




The throne of the king was notable because it had a canopy of very rich 
plumes and above this protection or covering, other coverings of different 
colors, in such a way as to give an effect of great majesty. The prince, or 
he who was to succeed, had three canopies and the other brothers or sons, 
two. 


In addition to weaving feathers into their cotton fabrics, the 
Maya attached them to wood and wicker frames for headdresses. 
Father Moran in his manuscript dictionary of Pokomam defines 
the word mayut as a ^Tramework of wood adorned with plumage,* 
which they wear on their backs in their dances.” In the Museum of 
the Cinquantennaire in Brussels there is an ankle-length cape of 
macaw feathers built on a framework of wickerwork; this cape 
supposedly belonged to Moctezuma II. A quetzal-plume head¬ 
dress, certainly belonging to the same ruler, is in the former Im¬ 
perial Museum in Vienna. 

Feathers, cotton fabrics, sea shells, and semiprecious stones 
were used not only personally but as articles of trade and to pay 
legal penalties; in Postclassic times turquoise, copper, and gold 
were similarly used: 

they exchanged mantas [fatis^ of cotton for gold and for certain axes of 
copper, and gold for emeralds, turquoises and plumes. [And again] At 
the end [the man who had committed the injury] was sentenced to pay a 
certain quantity of rich plumes, or manias^ or cacao, which went to the 
treasury. 

The most highly prized feathers were the tail plumes of the 
quetzal, which were reserved for royal use. According to Bar- 
tolome de Las Casas, either to capture or kill one was a capital 
offense: 

in the province of Vera Paz [Guatemala], they punish with death him who 
killed the bird with the rich plumes [the quetzal] because it is not found 
in other places, and these feathers were things of great value because they 
used them as money. 
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AN APPRAIf AL OP THE MAYA CIVlUXATION 


By Betty Bell 


PROFESSOR BRAINERD, whose task in preparing this con¬ 
cluding chapter has fallen upon me, spoke often of the enigma 
of the Maya civilization. In this summary and appraisal, I will 
try to present the unresolved riddles as he saw them. 

In recent years, archaeologists and social anthropologists have 
shown increasing interest in the causes for the development of 
civilization, and in formulating theories of social and cultural 
change. A number of analyses have been aimed at determining 
whether there are any characteristics common to all civilizations, 
and any series of developmental stages through which they have 
all passed. The material culture, subsistence basis, technology, re¬ 
ligion, social and political structure, and intellectual achievements 
of the ancient civilizations have been studied, and the causes for 
their decline have also been ascertained. 

Many anthropologists now believe that there are certain cri¬ 
teria by which civilizations can be judged—certain traits common 
to all of them and cettain stages through which they all seem to 
have passed. In general, progress toward civilization is thought 
to have been marked by increasing complexity in all aspects of 
culture and this developmental process is thought to have resulted 
everywhere in certain distinguishing features by which civilization 
can be defined. The causes for the decline of ci^dlization, of course, 
have not been everywhere the same. The decline may have been 
due to external factors such as military conquest, or to internal 
weaknesses—or to a combination of both—but intensive study will 
often give at least some indication of the causes. 
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The Maya, however, cannot easily be made to fit into the pat- 
tern which has been developed. As Dr. Brainerd saw it, they pre- SS 
sent three problems: 42j; 

1. While their developments in some fields have seldom been 
surpassed, the Maya lacked a number of traits which have come 
to be accepted as prerequisites to civilization, and they seem not 
to have passed through a number of the supposedly necessary de¬ 
velopmental stages. Their status as a high civilization cannot be 
denied, but they lack many of the criteria by which such civilizations 
are usually defined. If theories of sodal evolution postulate that 
certain characteristics are everywhere necessary for the develop¬ 
ment of a complex society, how are we to account for the Maya? 

2. Once the Maya civilization was developed, what kind of 
authority ruled it? Almost nothing is so far known of Classic-stage 
political structure. There is no evidence for the ramified political 
organization and centralized authority which elsewhere marked 
complex societies. Some method of control must be assumed to 
be necessary—^but what method operated to keep the Maya civili¬ 
zation functioning smoothly through so long a time? 

3. The Classic stage was notable for a high degree of homo¬ 
geneity and stability. In the absence of any strong political au¬ 
thority, this argues for a peaceful and well-adjusted populace, 
unanimous in its agreement on the cultural values and goals and 
on the means for attaining them. But despite this presumed pla¬ 
cidity, the causes for the decline of Classic-stage civilization must 
be sought within the society itself} there is no evidence that external 
pressures hastened its fall. What, then, caused this discontent, this 
sudden change? Or was it rather the result of some hjdden but 
long-enduring weakness in the society, the culn}ination 0/ several 
centuries of small dissatisfactions and the gradual erosion of the 
sense of cultural community? 

In the light of present knowledge, no final answers can be given 
to any of these questions. We can here summarize the features of 
Maya civilization, appraise its achievements, and sug^t tentative 
answers—but the enigma remains. Definitive answers must wait 



upon future studies and investigations, although the answers may 
never be forthcoming. 

CHARACTERISTICS OF MAYA CIVILIZATION 

Let us first reapitulate the features of Maya civilization—its 
remarkably advanced characteristics and its undeniably primitive 
ones, as well as its still unknown features. 

In comparison with the subsistence bases of other comparably 
high civilizations, Maya subsistence techniques were almost primi¬ 
tive, and were comparable to the agricultural practices of the Neo¬ 
lithic period in the Old World. The Maya occupied an environ¬ 
ment unlike that of most other early high civilizations, and this 
environment precluded development of the more advanced agri¬ 
cultural techniques upon which most early civilizations have been 
based. The type of agriculture made necessary by this environ¬ 
mental limitation required the Maya to live scattered throughout 
the areas surrounding the ceremonial centers. There is as yet no 
evidence for the concentration of the population into large, per¬ 
manent settlements of closely packed dwellings. However great 
their size or elaboration, the sites seem to have been principally the 
foci of religious ceremonies which drew the populace in from the 
surrounding countryside, rather than true urban centers. 

The character of the Maya area also enforced a degree of iso¬ 
lation unusual among high civilizations. While the dense jungle 
of the central Maya area may not have been as impassable to the 
foot-traveling Maya as it is to machine-bound moderns, it must 
still have cut them off to a large extent from the outside contacts 
through which new ideas and inventions are diffused, and hindered 
the development of a large-scale trade which could have supplied 
resources lacking in the area. 

Maya technology was also of a sort which can only be considered 
rather primitive. Metal was apparently unknown until the Post¬ 
classic and then it appears only as jewelry and ornaments, largely 
imported from other areas. Metal tools were completely unknown} 
stone tools were used for everything from the cutting of slabs for 
stelae ahd buildii^ blocks to the execution of the most delicate 



carving. The wheel was also unknown; there were no wheeled 
vehicles, nor even the potter’s wheel. It might appear that the 
rollers which were used on the causeways should have suggested 
the principle of the wheel, but the invention of wheeled vehicles 
seems to be closely related to the availability of animals for motive 
power, and the Maya lacked all domestic animals except the dog. 
This lack of the wheel, however, is general throughout the aborigi¬ 
nal New World, for nowhere except in Peru was there a native 
domestic animal large enough to serve as a beast of burden or a 
potential puller of vehicles. 

Despite the marked primitiveness of some aspects of their 
civilization—its isolation, sattered population, simple agriculture, 
and meager technology—the Maya developed other cultural fea¬ 
tures to a point of complexity and elaboration unequaled among 
other early civilizations of the New World. Although the true 
arch was never developed, the invention of the corbeled arch per¬ 
mitted the construction of large temples and palaces, occasionally 
multistoried. The outstanding characteristic of Maya architecture, 
however, is its emphasis upon skillful and elaborate decoration 
rather than upon size. The reticulated roof-combs of Tikal and 
the beautifully carved mosaic fagades of Uxmal alike show a pre¬ 
occupation with the esthetic refinements of architecture rather than 
with sheer imposing mass. Maya graphic art was also well devel¬ 
oped. While the stone sculptures tend to be formal and stylized, 
and the designs too intricate for modern taste, the skill of their 
execution is undeniable. The figures on the ceramics are more freely 
and informally rendered, and many designs, such as that on the 
famous polychrome plate from Uaxactun (Fig. 49), show a degree 
of sophistication which compares favorably with the most modern 
ceramic design. Some of the figures in the Bonampak murals, more¬ 
over, exhibit a degree of naturalism which Western European art 
did not achieve until several centuries later. 

The Maya religion, which was a focal point for so much of the 
culture, was complex and formalized. It had a well-developed 
cosmogony, a large pantheon of gods, and an elaborate cycle of 
rituals. The Maya had the concept of a creator-god, although he 



mmmm <^<>6$ not seem to have played an important role in the lives of 
SSS the common people, and of several worlds prior to this one, all of 
428 which had been destroyed by floods. In addition to major deities 
such as the Lord of the Heavens, the gods of rain and corn, and 
numerous others, each of the thirteen levels of the upper world 
and the nine levels of the lower world had its patron god. There 
were also patron deities for each of the katuns, the nineteen divi¬ 
sions of the haab, the twenty day-names of the tzolkin, and the 
numerals 0 to 13. 

The katun endings, the New Year, and each of the months were 
marked by appropriate ceremonies, which included fasting and ab¬ 
stinence, exorcism, prayers, and sacrifice. Although human sacri¬ 
fice existed during the Classic stage, the sacrifices were principally 
of animals and birds j the extensive human sacrifice which charac¬ 
terized Postclassic-stage religion was a Toltec innovation. 

This religious complexity is a far remove from the simple 
pantheon of nature gods which probably existed in the Preclassic. 
It reflects the inaeasing complexity of the culture itself, and the 
growth of a professional priesthood which formalized the religion, 
elaborated the rituals, and maintained its dominant position in the 
society by its claim to interpret the wishes of an ever-increasing 
number of gods. 

The most notable characteristic of Maya civilization, however, 
was its achievements in the abstract intellectual fields of writing, 
astronomy, mathematics, and calendrics. Alone of New World 
civilizations, the Maya developed what can truly be considered a 
system of writing, in which the characters were not merely picto- 
graphs or mnemonic devices. Maya hieroglyphic writing was long 
thought to be entirely ideographic, but recent studies have indicated 
that many of the elements of the glyphs may be syllabic. It was 
thus at least in the process of becoming a phonetic system, its diar- 
acters coming to represent sounds rather than objects or ideas. 

Unfortunately, a great deal of Maya writing remains un¬ 
deciphered, and those portions which have been deciphered have 
yielded largely calendric or astronomical information. The stelae 
record the endings of time periods, and the three exisdng frag* 



mentary codices deal with astronomy, ritual, and divination. Some 
of the countless codices which Landa prided himself on having 
destroyed may well have contained the history of the Maya. 

Using the simplest of equipment, the Maya calculated the 
length of the solar year with an accuracy equal to that of modern 
astronomy, and devised correction formulae to adjust the dis¬ 
crepancy between the true year and the calendar year which is 
handled by our leap-year correction. They worked out an accurate 
lunar calendar and calculated the synodical revolutions of Venus, 
in each ase devising means for correcting the accumulated error. 

The Maya vigesimal system of mathematics was a positional 
system and embodied the concept of zero, a notable abstract in¬ 
tellectual achievement. Elsewhere, this mathematical concept is 
known to have been developed only in the early Hindu civilization. 
The ancient civilizations of Mesopotamia employed a positional 
system of arithmetic, but it seems to have been in existence for cen¬ 
turies before the concept of zero diffused to them from the Hindu 
world. The ancient civilizations of the Mediterranean area derived 
many of their cultural features from the civilizations of the Middle 
East, but they did not take over the well-developed system of com¬ 
putation. This sort of mathematical complex did not penetrate 
Western Europe until the time of the Arab invasions in the early 
Middle Ages, several centuries after the Maya had developed their 
own accurate and flexible system. 

The basis of the Maya calendric system was the 260-day tzol- 
kin, with its named and numbered days, and the 365-day haab, with 
its named months and numbered positions within each month. 
These two meshed calendars repeated cyclically, and could return 
to a given starting point only after a lapse of 52 years. The stelae 
inscriptions, however, involved longer time periods, which, with 
one exception, were based on the vigesimal system of multiples of 
twenty. Using these longer periods, the Maya counted the elapsed 
time since the hypothetical starting date of their chronology. They 
also recorded in the insaiption the fact that the stela was erected 
on a certain numbered and named day of the tzolkin which occupied 
a certain position in a particular month of the haab; the accompany- 
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ing supplementary series recorded lunar information for that date. 
SS The information given by these Initial Series or Long Count in- 
430 scriptions is thus so specific that a day fulfilling all of the pre¬ 
scribed requirements could not recur for 374,440 years. 

One of the unknown factors in Maya civilization is the type of 
authority which governed it during its almost 600 years of existence. 
Religion was of central importance to the Maya; there is little doubt 
that it was uniform throughout the area, and that the priests of the 
various centers must have co-operated closely on religious matters. 
It is impossible to say how far this control penetrated into political 
matters. The remarkable homogeneity of Classic-stage civilization 
would seem to indicate some kind of hegemony over the area, either 
civil or religious. Priestly control may have sufficed to maintain 
order, or there may have been some centralized political authority 
which has so far not been detected. 

The other unknown factor, of course, is the reason for the 
decline of Maya civilization. It was quite clearly not due to out¬ 
side pressures. There is still no evidence of internal weakness, 
although it must have existed. It is difficult to believe that so solidly 
established a civilization could be overturned abruptly, but if dis¬ 
satisfactions had been accumulating slowly through the centuries, 
they left no mark by which they can be identified. 

TWO THEORIES OF SOCIAL EVOLUTION 

There are certain variations in current definitions of civiliza¬ 
tion, but all definitions include most of the following requirements: 
a surplus of food produced by farmers to support nonfarmers j 
concentrated human settlements (cities); an improved technology j 
a formal political organization} a society organized into classes, 
some of which have the leisure for nonutilitarian pursuits; a formal 
religion and moral order; public works; writing. 

From his research on the ancient civilizatioHof the Old World, 
archaeologist V. Gordon Childe has conclud|d that there is a de¬ 
velopmental ranking, a causal relationship!-among these factors 
which everywhere makes them prerequisites to the growth of civili¬ 
zation. Childe’s most intensive studies have been of the civiliza- 



tions of the Middle East, and there the evidence does seem to sup- 
port his theory. In Mesopotamia, for example, large-scale irriga- SSS 
tion agriculture was developed on the flood plains of the Tigris and 4^1 
Euphrates Rivers, and large permanent settlements grew up. The 
availability of surplus food permitted the support of full-time aaft 
and religious specialists, and the existence of craft specialists in turn 
hastened technological progress. Outside contacts and the develop¬ 
ment of trade are also cited as necessary to an improved technology, 
for in this way the society might learn of new technical processes 
and could also supply resources which might be lacking in its en¬ 
vironment. 

Religion grew more complex and formalized. The priests were 
at first the rulers of the cities, later being supplanted in part by the 
growth of a monarchy and a hierarchy of civil officials. Each city- 
state was originally an autonomous unit, but as control passed more 
into civil hands, military conquest and political organization welded 
a number of city-states into empires. 

Within the city-state, order was maintained largely by the rul¬ 
er’s control over the irrigation system which was so vital to the 
group’s existence. The concentration of population facilitated con¬ 
trol by a central authority j the populace could more easily be taxed 
for the support of the priests, nobles, and king, and conscripted for 
labor on the palaces and temples. 

As social organization became more complex, some classes of 
society were freed from subsistence activities and had leisure to 
devote to nonutilitarian pursuits. The priests, supported by the 
populace, developed mathematics and writing, although it might 
be argued that these were not entirely devoid of utility since they 
were developed in connection with keeping accounts of the offerings 
made to the temples. 

In Childe’s opinion, then, culture develops with an increased 
technological efficiency and integrative ability, and an increased con¬ 
trol of knowledge. But he believes that the great variety of cultures 
revealed by ethnographic and archaeological research is a handicap 
if the objective is to establish general stages in the evolution of 
cultures. In order to discover general laws desaiptive of the evo- 



lution of all societies, he feels, we must omit or discount the fea- 

SSS tures peculiar to particular habitats or environments. 

432 Anthropologist Julian Steward believes that this view fails to 
account for the development of particular patterns among different 
societies, and he proposes instead a theory of multilinear evolution. 
This theory admits the existence of distinctive cultural traditions, 
but does not assume that such traditions are necessarily unique} 
there is reason to believe that knowledge gained from the analysis 
of one culture may provide insights useful to the analysis of an¬ 
other. Its emphasis lies not in the uniqueness of cultures but in the 
similarities that may be found among them. It recognizes that cul¬ 
tural traditions in different regions may be wholly or in part dis¬ 
tinctive, and merely asks: “Are there any meaningful similarities 
between two or more cultures that can be formulated?” 

Where such similarities are found, it may be possible to deter¬ 
mine the causal factors, identical in each case, which led to their 
development. Such causal relationships need not be universally 
applicable, for multilinear evolution presents no pattern into which 
the cultures of all times and all places must be fitted. Rather, it 
compares cultural traditions in various parts of the world, attempts 
to develop a taxonomy of culture types, and to produce significant 
general statements about the developmental process of each type 
so discovered. 

While Childe’s theory ignores environmental variations and 
posits advanced agricultural techniques as being everywhere a pre¬ 
requisite to the development of civilization. Steward takes account 
of such variations and suggests that the manner of a sodety’s adap¬ 
tation to a particular environment may be the significant factor in 
cultural development. Rather than establish an a priori pattern for 
the development of all cultures, he suggests a possible grouping 
on an ecologial basis. In these terms, he would distinguish as a 
category or culture type the complex civilizations of Egypt, Meso¬ 
potamia, China, Northern Peru, and Highland Mexico, whose 
subsistence basis was a system of irrigation agriculture on arid lands. 
These civilizations, scattered as they are in space and time, show 
quite similar social, political, and technological developments, al- 



though the Inca and Aztec civilizations at the time of European 
contact had not reached the intellecUial heights achieved by the mmm 
Old World civilizations, 433 

To this extent, Childe and Steward are in agreement. There 
does seem to have been a parallel development in these arid-land 
irrigation civilizations which suggests a causal relationship among 
their culture traits. They exhibit urbanization, similar degrees of 
technological advancement and social organization, a formalized 
religion, progress from a theocracy to political organization and a 
nation-state, and finally, programs of military conquest and empire 
building. But Steward does not agree that these traits can be con¬ 
sidered universal aiteria for civilization. He points out that this 
is but one type of environment, and one type of adaptation. If the 
manner of a society’s adaptation to a particular environment is in¬ 
deed the significant factor in cultural progress, there can perhaps 
be many different bases for complex civilizations, and many differ¬ 
ent paths leading to their development. 

CHILDE’S AND STEWARD’S THEORIES APPLIED TO THE MAYA 

Can the Maya be made to fit into Childe’s scheme, which seeks 
to establish universal criteria and developmental stages for high 
civilizations? A glance at the characteristics of Maya civilization 
will show that it would be most difficult. They remain, as Dr. 
Brainerd remarked, an intractable exception. 

Maya agriculture was of a rather primitive kind, and it would 
not have lent itself readily to the centralized control which could 
be exerted over irrigation systems. There is little doubt, however, 
that it was capable of producing surpluses, for it obviously sup¬ 
ported such nonproducing groups as the priests and nobles. The 
quality of Maya art and architecture suggests the existence also of 
craft ^edalists, who could only be supported if surpluses were 
available. The free time which the Maya farmer presumably had 
after filling his family’s subsistence needs may have been devoted 
not only to personal labor on the public worls, but also to the pro¬ 
duction of food for trained artisans who did the highly skilled stone 
carving for which the Maya are famous. 



Although urbanization seems in most areas to have been a sig- 
SS nificant factor in the development of a complex civilization, true 
434 urbanism, in the sense of densely populated settlements, was lack¬ 
ing in the Maya area during the Classic stage. The nature of their 
agricultural system obliged the Maya to live quite widely dispersed, 
gathering at the religious centers chiefly for ceremonies. The iso¬ 
lation of the area may have been an important factor in the main¬ 
tenance of this kind of living pattern through a number of centuries, 
for such a scattered population, lacking fortified and defensible 
settlements, might otherwise have been extremely vulnerable to 
attack and invasion. 

Increased technologial efficiency is usually a concomitant of 
civilization, but Maya technology remained unchanged throughout 
its history. For lack of raw materials, metallurgy never developed j 
imported gold jewelry and ornaments appeared in the Postclassic 
stage, but metal tools never replaced stone tools. In the absence 
of domestic animals, the wheel was not invented, and the nature 
of the subsistence system offered no opportunity for the invention 
of improved agricultural equipment. 

While Maya society was quite clearly organized into classes, 
no political organization has so far been detected. The remarkable 
homogeneity of Classic-stage civilization might indicate some over¬ 
all political authority, but since religion was so pervasive and im¬ 
portant, control might equally well have been theocratic during the 
entire period. Most high civilizations have evolved into political 
states, and many have eventually embarked upon programs of mili¬ 
tary conquest and empire building, but these developments did not 
appear among the Maya. There is evidence for a certain amount 
of internecine strife, but no evidence for organized warfare on a 
nationalistic basis. 

The formalized religion which is characteristic of complex civi¬ 
lizations was highly developed among the Maya, and quite obvi¬ 
ously the focal point of the culture. Since most Maya public works 
were religious edifices, the control which urbanization is said to 
facilitate in conscripting labor may not have been necessary. It is 



possible that the religion-conscious Maya worked willingly at such ^41 
tasb. mmm 

The most notable Maya achievements, of course, were in ab- 43 5 
stract intellectual fields, and here they surpassed all other New 
World civilizations and equaled or surpassed many in the Old 
World. These achievements, inventions and possessions of the 
priesthood, seem to have been truly nonutilitarian, not connected 
with economic activities nor pursued in the hope of economic re¬ 
wards. Writing, calendrics, astronomy, and mathematics were all 
parts of the Maya preoccupation with marking the passage of time, 
a preoccupation which is difficult to explain. The yearly calendar 
of necessary rituals presumably repeated itself endlessly, but it is 
not clear what significance the longer time periods had for the 
Maya, nor why it was so important for them to mark periodically 
the exact number of years, months, and days which had elapsed 
since the starting point of their chronology. It must, however, have 
had a great and cefitral importance to have resulted in an intellec¬ 
tual system of such complexity. 

Although the Maya civilization cannot be fitted into any uni¬ 
versal criteria or series of developmental stages such as Childe 
postulates, it can perhaps be approached in Steward’s terms, as an 
example of a highly successful adaptation to a particular environ¬ 
ment. The Peten jungle seems an unfavorable setting for the de¬ 
velopment of a civilization, but the Maya transcended its limita¬ 
tions. The simple agricultural system which it enforced was made 
not only to fill subsistence needs but also to produce food surpluses. 

The relative poverty of natural resources prevented a great deal 
of technological advancement, but the existing technology was em¬ 
ployed skillfully enough to fill the needs of a people whose empha¬ 
sis was largely upon the esthetic refinements of their products rather 
than upon quantity or mass. The environment and subsistence sys¬ 
tem precluded any concentration of the population, but the Maya 
developed a social organization and mechanisms of social control 
which in other areas have been a consequence of urbanization. With 
this ecological adaptation successfully accomplished, with satisfac- 



Shh tory agricultural, technological, and sociopolitical bases established, 
SSS the Maya were able to turn their attention to the religious and in- 
436 tellectual developments which characterize most complex civiliza¬ 
tions, and which became the hallmark of the Maya civilization in 
particular. 

In a classification of this sort, which attempts to group cultures 
in terms of their environments and then to find even limited paral¬ 
lels in their development, the Maya must remain, at least for now, 
the only nujor culture within their particular ecological category. 
This may be due in part to the circumstances and difficulties of ar¬ 
chaeological investigation. Most of the ancient high civilizations 
which are well known archaeologically have been located in the 
drier regions of the world, where climatic conditions have preserved 
sufficient material to permit quite substantial reconstruction of cul¬ 
ture history. Such a degree of preservation is unlikely in humid 
regions, but more intensive archaeological work in these areas might 
yield enough information to allow at least limited comparisons of 
the Maya with other cultures in similar environments. Further 
archaeological investigation in the jungle regions of southeast Asia 
might provide material for such a comparison. The remains of at 
least one apparently high civilization have already been found 
there, at Angkor Vat in Cambodia. However, the ancient Cambo¬ 
dian civilization has not been studied as intensively as the Maya, 
and there is at present too little material available for a detailed 
comparison. 

CLASSIC-STAGE GOVERNMENT 

Much of Maya culture history has now been reconstructed, but 
' the form of Classic-stage government is still problematical. The 
Classic stage was marked by a high degree of homogeneity and 
stability throughout the nearly six centuries of its existence. There 
were regional and temporal variations in such things as architecture 
and ceramics, to be sure, but the distinctive patterning of Maya cul¬ 
ture remained unchanged. The extent of man’s obedience to the 
unenforceable may indeed be one of the marks of civilization, but 
it is questionable if this alone could maintain order within so com- 



plex a society. Some more formal method of control must be as¬ 
sumed to account for the stable and orderly character of Maya 
civilization over so wide an area and through so long a time. 

This widespread homogeneity suggests the presence of one su¬ 
preme ruler over the area, but there is as yet no evidence for such 
a centralized political authority. The absence of warfare has been 
cited in the text as one of the characteristics of the Classic stage, 
and this might indicate either the importance of religion in govern¬ 
ment or the presence of a strong dvil authority. However, although 
organized warfare was lacking, there undeniably was sporadic raid¬ 
ing between centers to obtain captives for slaves and for sacrifice. 
This seems to suggest a certdn autonomy for the various centers, 
and to weaken the case for a central government, which presumably 
could have prevented such occurrences. 

The territorial rulers discussed in the text existed at the time 
of the Spanish Conquest, but there is no e^^dence that they were 
vestiges of some Classic-stage political authority. In all prolability, 
they were part of the political structure introduced by the Toltecs. 
While much of the social organization and domestic life of the 
people may have remained relatively imchanged since the Classic 
stage, the Toltec invasion was in essence a military conquest and so 
would undoubtedly have destroyed any political institutions which 
it encountered. 

Control may well have been theocratic. Religion was of central 
importance in Maya life, and authority may have been exercised 
by a closely co-operating group of priests, each of whom dominated 
a particular religious center. If the society was thus controlled by 
means of its adherence to a common religion, the religious bonds 
were not strong enough to eliminate latent hostility—^but at least 
they were strong enough to ensure that such hostility did not be¬ 
come a disruptive force in the society. 

If control was theocratic, it must simply have rested upon the 
dominant role of religion and ritual in the lives of the common 
people. The priests held no economically valuable knowledge such 
as that held by the Egyptian priests, who were able to predict the 
life-giving floods of the Nile. Nor did the Maya priests control 



any important economic activity as did the Mesopotamian priests, 
who held a monopoly on the vital irrigation system. Perhaps pos¬ 
session of such specific information or power is not entirely neces¬ 
sary. Some anthropologists have suggested that man turns to reli¬ 
gion for aid in matters where his limited empirical techniques are 
of no avail. The Maya subsistence economy depended upon a fa¬ 
vorable combination of natural conditions which was quite outside 
the farmer’s control. The people may well have been convinced 
that only propitiation of the gods by means of the proper ceremo¬ 
nies, under priestly direction, would ensure their continued well¬ 
being and perhaps their very existence. Whatever the means by 
which control was enforced, it does not seem to have been by the 
promise of rich economic rewards. The Maya economy was simple 
and self-sufficient, and apparently it was only necessary for the 
priests to guarantee its continued existence, although the ceremonial 
requirements for this guarantee became steadily more elaborate and 
perhaps even burdensome. 

CAUSES FOR THE DECLINE OF MAYA CIVILIZATION 

Despite this picture of stability and relative placidity, the causes 
for the inexplicable decline of Maya civilization must be sought 
within the society itself rather than in outside forces, either natural 
or human. Earthquake activity, disease, and climatic and vegetation 
changes have been disposed of as possible causes, and there is no 
evidence for warfare in the central Maya area. Yet after nearly 
six hundred years of activity, the great ceremonial centers of the 
Peten were abandoned. The people may have lived on in the areas 
around the centers, worshiping fewer gods with simpler ceremo¬ 
nies, but the great religious panoply, the complex cosmogony, the 
priestly hierarchy, were gone. 

Why did this happen.? The iconography indicates no change in 
the all-important religion, no discontentment with the old religion 
or substitution of a new one. Nor is there any suggestion of the 
social unrest which has precipitated so many changes in other civili¬ 
zations. If the causes for the decline were cumulative, they cannot 
yet be identified in the archaeological record. It must be assumed 




at present that the change was rather sudden, however strange that 
seems in the light of religion’s central role in Maya life. SS 

It has been suggested by some authorities that perhaps the out- 439 
wardly placid and well-adjusted populace had merely tired at last 
of the burdens which its pervasive religion placed upon it. The 
ceremonies may have become too expensive and the support of the 
priestly hierarchy too burdensome in proportion to the rewards 
which religion offered. A new philosophy of life may have arisen 
which provided new values and goals, or the people may simply 
have decided that life would go on regardless of priestly interven¬ 
tion with the gods—that their own prayers and offerings, made 
directly, would ensure the coming of rain and the growing of 
crops. 

This social malaise, whatever its nature, must also have been 
present in the centers of the northern area, at least to the extent 
that it weakened the society sufficiently for it to be conquered a 
short time later by a relatively small number of Toltec invaders. 

The fact that the Toltec conquest was accompanied by a religious 
evangelization also suggests some disabling weakness in the Maya 
religion, or in the people’s attitude toward it. Such a ready accept¬ 
ance of many elements of Toltec religion hardly seems likely had 
the people still been convinced of the importance of their existing 
religion. 

Thus, five centuries before the Spanish Conquest, this complex 
civilization which had arisen in an environment unique among the 
high cultures of the world, and which had flourished for centuries 
despite its lack of some of the so-called prerequisites of civilization, 
had fallen into decay. 

APPRAISAL OF MAYA CIVILIZATION 

Cultures must be judged not against some absolute scale of 
achievement, but in relative terms—on the basis of their achieve¬ 
ments within the framework of their limitations. In this sort of a 
classification, the Maya must rank high. Their environment pre¬ 
vented the development of advanced agricultural and technological 
processes, and inhibited the establishment of concentrated settle- 



iiJ merits} and this lack of urbanization, in turn, may have prevented 
SSh the development of complex political institutions and the formation 
440 of a political state. But set against this background of limitations 
and relatively primitive features, Maya esthetic and intellectual 
achievements have few equals. 

The orientation of Maya dvilization, its cultural patterning, 
gives it a unique position among early high civilizations. Others 
have excelled it in material culture, or have emphasized such traits 
as political organization or military conquest and empire building, 
but the remarkable traits of Maya culture are of an intellectual and 
esthetic order. It is impossible to ascertain the impetus behind this 
distinctive type of cultural development. So far as is known. It did 
not depend upon a strong governmental control which could chan¬ 
nel cultural developments as it desired. It does not seem to have 
rested upon stern economic control, nor was it accomplished nor 
immediately preceded by the invention of new techniques for eco¬ 
nomic betterment, although this sort of developmental sequence 
is sometimes assumed to be necessary. The causes behind Maya 
intellectual progress do not fit easily into the sequences of advance¬ 
ment worked out for other early civilizations, which suggests that 
we do not yet fully understand the factors that lead a people in the 
direction of such progress. 

While there is some particular emphasis in all cultures, some 
focal point around which much of the society is organized, this em¬ 
phasis need not, perhaps, have been deliberately selected j it might 
equally well be influenced by the limitation of the number of choices 
available to the society. Thus it might be argued that the Maya 
cultural emphasis rested upon intellectual florescence at least in part 
because physical and developmental circumstances denied them the 
technological and political advancements which other societies em¬ 
phasized. But this still does not explain Maya intellectual progress. 
Few if any other cultures with comparably primitive features, how¬ 
ever satisfactory their adjustment to their environment, have fo¬ 
cused to such a degree upon intellectual attainment. Perhaps the 
goad, if one be assumed necessary, was the overwhelming impor¬ 
tance of Maya religion and the fact that intellectual developments 



were the inventions of the religious specialists and were closely 
connected with religious observances. SSS 

Whatever the auses of these developments, they are of a suf- 
ficiently high order to give the Maya an unchallenged position 
among complex civilizations. The esthetic refinements of Maya 
art and architecture, the accuracy of their astronomical system, the 
intricacy of their calendrics, and the skill and elaboration of their 
mathematics and writing, are unsurpassed by any other New World 
civilization and equaled by few in the Old World. The Maya must 
surely emerge for dispassionate comparison among the great world 
cultures. 



APPENDIX 


THE CORRELATION OF MAYA AND CHRISTIAN 
CHRONOLOGIES 

THE PROBLEM of correlation of Maya and Christian chro¬ 
nologies has long been intensively studied but still remains un¬ 
solved. The Goodman-Martfnez Hernandez-Thompson corre¬ 
lation has been the most generally accepted, but the Spinden 
correlation has recently received attention as a result of a series 
of radiocarbon tests of sapote wood from three Tikal lintels (one 
of which is illustrated in Plate 42). Radiocarbon dating cannot 
claim to establish its dates precisely, of course, and its margin of 
error becomes more critical with such relatively recent materials 
as these. However, since acceptance of the Spinden correlation 
would make the Classic-stage dates used in this book approxi¬ 
mately 260 years earlier, the results of these tests are at least 
worth noting. 

Each of the lintels bore the Maya date 9.15.10.0.0. In the 
GMT correlation this date is June 30, a.d. 741} in the Spinden 
correlation it is October 30, a.d. 481. One test was run by the 
Lamont Laboratories of Columbia University and two by the 
laboratories of the University of Chicago j the results are as fol¬ 
lows: 

Lamont sample 113 a.d. 481 ± 120 years 
Chicago sample C-948 a.d. 469 ±120 years 
Chicago sample C-949 a.d. 433 ±170 years 

While these dates indicate the ages of the samples, it is impos¬ 
sible to determine the age of the wood at the time the date was 
carved on it. The sapote is apparently a long-lived tree, and the 
trees which provided the wood for these lintels may have been 
of considerable age when they were cut. Moreover, most of the 
lintels are wider than the greatest diameter of the largest sapote. 
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and are therefore composed of several beams. This makes it pos¬ 
sible that a sample taken from one side of a lintel might yield a 
very different date than a sample taken from the opposite side. 

Acceptance of the radiocarbon dates, and hence of the Spinden 
correlation, would necessitate a rather thorough reviaon of exist¬ 
ing ideas, not only about the chronology of the Maya area but also 
about the relative chronologies of other New World areas. Cross¬ 
ties, based on archaeological evidence, have been established be¬ 
tween the Maya area and central Mexico and between Mexico and 
the southwestern United States, and acceptance of the Spinden 
correlation would mean a corresponding readjustment of the dates 
now assigned to the cultures of these areas. However, the Spinden 
dates are more acceptable to many archaeologists of the southwest¬ 
ern United States than are those of the GMT correlation, for they 
give a longer time span for cultural developments which must now 
be compressed into a rather improbably short period. 

The date now assigned to the end of the Classic stage in the 
Maya area is approximately a.d. 900; Spinden’s correlation would 
make it a.d. 650. To fill the gap thus created, one of the follow¬ 
ing assumptions would no doubt be necessary: that the Classic 
stage endured for over two centuries after the cessation of dated 
stelae; that the Toltec horizon persisted for twice as long as is 
now believed; or that the period of disintegration between the 
Toltec era and the Spanish Conquest was more than two hundred 
years longer than it is now thought to have been. Such adjust¬ 
ments are far from satisfactory to most experts on the Maya area, 
and a great deal more study is unquestionably needed to resolve 
this incompatibility of opinion between the archaeologists and the 
physicists. 
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TABLE X 


The CoRREx^ATtoN OF Maya and Chrutian CHRONox«ociEt According to the 
Goodman-Martinez Hernandez-Thompson Correlation Formula 


Katun and Half-Katun Endinft 
in the Maya Long Count 
(the Initial Series) 

Katun Endings in 
the Maya Short 
Count (Ae « 

Uy kstunok) 

Gregorian Equivalents 

8.14.0.0.0 7 Ahau 3 Xnl 

Katun 

7 Ahau 

a.d. 

317, September 1 

8.14.10.0.0 6 Ahau 13 Zip 



A.D. 

3x7, July 11 

8.15.0.0.0 5 Ahau 3 Pop 

Katun 

5 Ahau 

A.D. 

337. May 19 

8.1$. 10.0.0 4 Ahau 18 Pax 



A.D. 

347, March 28 

8.16.0.0.0 3 Ahau 8 Kankin 

Katun 

3 Ahau 

A.D. 

357, February 3 

8.16.10.0.0 2 Ahau 18 Zac 



A.D. 

366, December 13 

8.17.0.0.0 1 Ahau 8 Chen 

Katun 

1 Ahau 

A.D. 

376, October 21 

8.17.10.0.0 13 Ahau 18 Xul 



A.D. 

386, August 30 

8.18.0.0.0 12 Ahau 8 Zotz 

Katun 12 Ahau 

A.D. 

396, July 8 

8.18.10.0.0 11 Ahau 18 Pop 



A.D. 

406, May 17 

8.19.0.0.0 10 Ahau 13 Kayab 

Katun 10 Ahau 

A.D. 

416, March 25 

8.19.10.0.0 9 Ahau 3 Muan 



A.D. 

426, February 1 

9.0.0.0.0 8 Ahau 13 Ceh 

Katun 

8 Ahau 

A.D. 

435, December 11 

9.0.10.0.0 7 Ahau 3 Yax 



A.D. 

445, October 19 

9.x.0.0.0 6 Ahau 13 Yaxkin 

Katun 

6 Ahau 

A.D. 

455, August 28 

9.1.10.0.0 5 Ahau 3 Tzec 



A.D. 

46$, Jttly 6 

9. 2.0.0.0 4 Ahau 13 Uo 

Katun 

4 Ahau 

A.D. 

475, May 15 

9.2.10.0.0 3 Ahau 8 Cumhu 



A.D. 

485, March 23 

9.3.0.0.0 2 Ahau 18 Muan 

Katun 

2 Ahau 

A.D. 

495, January 30 

9.3.10.0.0 I Ahau 8 Mac 



A.D. 

504, December 9 

9.4.0.0.0 13 Ahau 18 Yax 

Katun 13 Ahau 

A.D. 

514, October 18 

9.4.10.0.0 12 Ahau 8 Mol 



A.D. 

524, August 26 

9.5.0.0.0 11 Ahau 18 Tzec 

Katun 11 Ahau 

A.D. 

534. Jttly 5 

9.5.10.0.0 10 Ahau 8 Zip 



A.D. 

$44, May 13 

9.6.0.0.0 9 Ahau 3 Uayeb 

Katun 

9 Ahau 

A.D. 

554, March 22 

9.6.10.0.0 8 Ahau 13 Pax 



A.D. 

564, January 29 

9.7.0.0.0 7 Ahau 3 Kankin 

Katun 

7 Ahau 

A.D. 

573, December 7 

9.7.10.0.0 6 Ahau 13 Zac 



A.D. 

583, October 16 

9.8.0.0.0 5 Ahau 3 Chen 

Katun 

5 Ahau 

A.D. 

593, August 24 

9.8.10.0.0 4 Ahau 13 Xul 



A.D. 

603, July 4 

9.9.0.0.0 3 Ahau 3 Zotz 

Katun 

3 Ahau 

A.D. 

613, May 12 

9.9.10.0.0 2 Ahau 13 Pop 



A.D. 

623, March 21 

9.10.0.0.0 1 Ahau 8 Kayab 

Katun 

1 Ahau 

A.D. 

6338 *7 

9.10.10.0.0 13 Ahau 18 Kankin 



A.D. 

642, December 6 

9. 11. 0.0.0 12 Ahau 8 Ceh 

Katun 12 Ahau 

A.D. 

652, October 14 

9.11.10.0.0 11 Ahau 18 Chen 



A.D. 

662, August 23 

9.12.0.0.0 10 Ahau 8 Yaxkin 

Katun 10 Ahau 

A.D. 

672, July I 

9.12.10.0.0 9 Ahau 13 Zip 



A.D. 

682, May 10 

9.13.0.0.0 8 Ahau 8 Uo 

Katun 

8 Ahau 

A.D. 

692, March 18 

9.13.10.0.0 7 Ahau 3 Cumhu 



A.D. 

702, January 26 
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TABLE X (Continued) 


Katun and Half-Katun Endinfi 
in the Maya Long Count 
(the Initial Seriet) 


Katun Ending! in 
the Maya Short 
Count (the u kah^ 
lay katunob) 


9.14.0.0.0 
9.14.10.0.0 
9.15.0.0.0 
9.15.10.0.0 
9.16.0.0.0 
9.16.10.0.0 
9.17.0.0.0 
9.17.10.0.0 
9.18.0.0.0 
9.18.10.0.0 
9.19.0.0,0 
9.19.10.0.0 
10.0.0.0.0 
10.0.10.0.0 
10.1.0.0.0 
10.1.10.0.0 
10.2.0.0.0 
10.2.10.0.0 
10.3.0.0.0 
10.3.10.0.0 
10.4.0.0.0 
10.4.10.0.0 
10.5.0.0.0 
10.5.10.0.0 
10.6.0.0.0 
10.6.10.0.0 
10.7,0.0.0 
10.7.10.0.0 
10.8.0.0.0 
10.8.10.0.0 
10.9.0.0.0 
10.9.10.0.0 
10.10.0.0.0 
10.10.10.0.0 
10.11.0.0.0 
10.11.10.0.0 
10.12.0.0.0 
10.12.10.0.0 
10.13.0.0.0 
10.13.10.0.0 
10.14.0.0.0 
10.14.10.0.0 


6 Ahau 13 Muan 

5 Ahau 3 Mac 

4 Ahau 13 Yax 

3 Ahau 3 Mol 

2 Ahau 13 Tzcc 

1 Ahau 3 Zip 

13 Ahau 18 Cumhu 

12 Ahau 8 Pax 

11 Ahau 18 Mac 

10 Ahau 8 Zac 

9 Ahau 18 Mol 

8 Ahau 8 Xul 

7 Ahau 18 Zip 

6 Ahau 8 Pop 

5 Ahau 3 Kayab 

4 Ahau 13 Kankin 

3 Ahau 3 Ceh 

2 Ahau 13 Chen 

1 Ahau 3 Yaxkin 

13 Ahau 13 Zotz 

12 Ahau 3 Uo 

11 Ahau 18 Kayab 

10 Ahau 8 Muan 

9 Ahau 18 Ceh 

8 Ahau 8 Yax 

7 Ahau 18 Yaxkin 

6 Ahau 8 Tzec 

5 Ahau 18 Uo 

4 Ahau 13 Cumhu 

3 Ahau 3 Pax 

2 Ahau 13 Mac 

I Ahau 3 Zac 

13 Ahau 13 Mol 
12 Ahau 3 Xul 

II Ahau 13 Zip 
10 Ahau 3 Pop 

9 Ahau 18 Pax 
8 Ahau 8 Kankin 
7 Ahau 18 Zac 
6 Ahau 8 Chen 
5 Ahau 18 Xul 
4 Ahau 8 Zotz 


Katun 6 Ahau 
Katun 4 Ahau 
Katun 2 Ahau 
Katun 13 Ahau 
Katun 11 Ahau 
Katun 9 Ahau 
Katun 7 Ahau 
Katun 5 Ahau 
Katun 3 Ahau 
Katun 1 Ahau 
Katun 12 Ahau 
Katun 10 Ahau 
Katun 8 Ahau 
Katun 6 Ahau 
Katun 4 Ahau 
Katun 2 Ahau 
Katun 13 Ahau 
Katun 11 Ahau 
Katun 9 Ahau 
Katun 7 Ahau 
Katun 5 Ahau 


Gregorian Equivalents 


A.D. 711, December 5 
A.D. 721, October 13 
A.D. 731, August 22 
A.D. 741, June 30 
A.D. 751, May 9 
A.D. 761, March 17 
A.D. 771, January 24 
A.D. 780, December 2 
A.D. 790, October 1 1 
A.D. 800, August 19 
A.D. 810, June 28 
A.D. 820, May 6 
A.D. 830, March 15 
A.D. 840, January 22 
A.D. 849, November 30 
A.D. 859, October 9 
A.D. 869, August 1 7 
A.D. 879, June 26 
A.D. 889, May 4 
A.D. 899, March 13 
A.D. 909, January 20 
A.D. 918, November 29 
A.D. 928, October 7 
A.D. 938, August 16 
A.D. 948, June 24 
A.D, 958, May 3 
A.D. 968, March 11 
A.D. 978, January 18 
A.D. 987, November 27 
A.D. 997, October 5 
A.D. I007i August 15 
A.D. 1017, June 23 
A.D. 1027, May 2 
A.D. 1037, March 10 
A.D, 1047, January 17 
A.D. 1056, November 25 
A.D. 1066, October 4 
A.D. 1076, August 12 
A.D. 1086, June 21 
A.D. 1096, April 29 
A.D. 1106, March 9 
A.D. 1116, January 16 
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TABLE X {Ca^mO) 


Katun and Half-Katun Ending a Katun Endinga in 

in the Maya Long Count die Maya Short 

(the Initial Seriea) Count (the u kak» 

lay kattmoh) 

10.15.0.0.0 3 Ahau 18 Pop Katun 3 Ahau 

10.15.10.0.0 2Ahaui3Kayab 

10.16.0.0.0 1 Ahau 3 Muan Katun 1 Ahau 

10.16.10.0.0 13 Ahau 13 Ceh 

10.17.0.0.0 12 Ahau 3 Yaz Katun 12 Ahau 

10.17.10.0.0 II Ahau 13 Yaxkin 

10.18.0.0.0 10 Ahau 3 Tzec Katun 10Ahau 

10.18.10.0.0 9 Ahau 13 Uo 

10.19.0.0.0 8 Ahau 8 Cumhu Katun 8 Ahau 

10.19.10.0.0 7 Ahau 18 Muan 

11.0.0.0.0 6 Ahau 8 Mac Katun 6 Ahau 

II. o. 10.0.0 5 Ahau 18 Yax 

11.1.0. o. o 4 Ahau 8 Mol Katun 4 Ahau 

II . 1.10.0.0 3 Ahau 18 Tzec 

11,2,0.0.0 2 Ahau 8 Zip Katun 2 Ahau 

11.2.10.0.0 I Ahau 3 Uayeb 

II. 3.0.0.0 13 Ahau 13 Pax Katun 13 Ahau 

11.3.10.0.0 12 Ahau 3 Kankin 

11.4.0.0.0 II Ahau 13 Zac Katun 11 Ahau 

II .4.10.0.0 10 Ahau 3 Chen 

11.5. o. 0. o 9 Ahau 13 Xul Katun 9 Ahau 

11.5.10.0.0 8 Ahau 3 Zotz 

II. 6.0.0.0 7 Ahau 13 Pop Katun 7 Ahau 

11.6.10.0.0 6 Ahau 8 Kayab 

II. 7.0.0.0 5 Ahau 18 Kankin Katun 5 Ahau 

11.7.10.0.0 4 Ahau 8 Ceh 

11.8.0.0.0 3 Ahau 18 Chen Katun 3 Ahau 

II.8.10.0.0 2 Ahau 8 Yaxkin 

11.9.0.0.0 1 Ahau 18 Zotz Katun I Ahau 

11.9.10.0.0 13 Ahau 8 Uo 

II. 10.0.0.0 12 Ahau 3 Cumhu Katun 12 Ahau 

II. 10.10.0.0 II Ahau 13 Muan 

11.11,0.0.0 10 Ahau 3 Mac Katun 10 Ahau 

II. II . 10.0.0 9 Ahau 13 Yax 

11,12.0.0.0 8 Ahau 3 Mol Katun 8 Ahau 

11.12.10.0.0 7 Ahau 13 Tzec 

II. 13.0.0.0 6 Ahau 3 Zip Katun 6 Ahau 

II.13.10.0.0 5 Ahau 18 Cumhu 

11.14.0.0.0 4 Ahau 8 Pax Katun 4 Ahau 

11.14.10.0.0 3 Ahau 18 Mac 

11.15,0.0.0 2 Ahau 8 Zac Katun 2 Ahau 

11.15.10.0.0 1 Ahau 18 Mol 


Gregoriaii Equivilentt 


A.D. 1125, November 24 
A.D. 1135, October 3 
A.D. 1145, August 11 
A.D. 1155, June 20 
A.D. 1165, April 28 
A.D. 1175, March 7 
A.D. 1185, January 13 
A.D. 1194, November 22 
A.D. 1204, September 30 
A.D. 1214, August 9 
A.D. 1224, June 17 
A.D. 1234, April 26 
A.D. 1244, March 4 
A.D. 1254, January 11 
A.D. 1263, November 20 
A.D. 1273, September 28 
A.D. 1283, August 7 
A.D. 1293, June 15 
A.D. 1303, April 25 
A.D. 1313, March 3 
A.D. 1323, January 10 
A.D. 1332, November 18 
A.D. 1342, September 27 
A.D. 1352, August 5 
A.D. 1362, June 14 
A.D. 1372, April 22 
A.D. 1382, March i 
A.D. 1392, January 8 
A.D. 1401, November 17 
A.D. 1411, September 26 
A.D. 1421, August 4 
A.D. 1431, June 13 
A.D. 1441, April 21 
A.D. 145I9 February 28 
A.D. 1461, January 6 
A.D. 1470 > November 15 
A.D. 1480, September 23 
A.D. 1490, August 2 
A.D. 1500> June 11 
A.D. 1510, April 20 
A.D. 1520, February 27 
A.D. 1530, January 5 
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TABLE X (CtmduiO) 


Katua and Half-Katun Endtnf t 
in the Majra Long Count 
(the Initial Series) 


Katua Endiaf • in 
the Majra Short 
Count (the u kmk- 
Uty 


Oreforian Equivalents 


11.16.0.0.0 15 Ahau 8 Xul 
11.16.10.0.0 12 Ahau 18 Zip 
11.17.0.0.0 11 Ahau 8 Pop 

11.17.10.0.0 10 Ahau 3 Kayab 

11.18.0.0.0 9 Ahau 13 Kankin 
11.18.10.0.0 8 Ahau 3 Ceh 
11.19.0.0.0 7 Ahau 13 Chen 
11.19.10.0.0 6 Ahau 3 Yaxkin 
12.0.0.0.0 5 Ahau 13 Zotz 
12.0.10.0.0 4 Ahau 3 Uo 
12.1.0.0.0 3 Ahau 18 Kayab 
12.1.10.0.0 2 Ahau 8 Muan 
12.2.0.0.0 1 Ahau 18 Ceh 
12.2.10.0.0 13 Ahau 8 Yax 

12.3.0.0.0 12 Ahau 18 Yaxkin 

12.3.10.0.0 11 Ahau 8 Tzec 

12.4.0.0.0 10 Ahau 18 Uo 
12.4.10*0.0 9 Ahau 13 Cumhu 
12.5.0.0.0 8 Ahau 3 Pax 


Katun 13 Ahau 
Katun 11 Ahau 
Katun 9 Ahau 
Katun 7 Ahau 
Katun 5 Ahau 
Katun 3 Ahau 
Katun 1 Ahau 
Katun 12 Ahau 
Katun 10 Ahau 
Katun 8 Ahau 


A.D. I 539 > November 14 
A.D. 1549, September 22 
A.D. 1559, August I 
A.D. 1569, June 9 
A.D. 1579 » April 18 
A.D. 1589, February 24 
A.D. 1599, January 3 
A.D. i6o8y November 11 
A.D. 1618> September 20 
A.D. 16289 July 29 
A.D. 16389 June 7 
A.D. 16489 April 15 
A.D. 16589 February 22 
A.D. 16689 January 1 
A.D. 1677, November 9 
A.D. 16879 September 18 
A.D. 1697, July 27 
A.D. 17079 June 6 
A.D. 1717, April 14 
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NOTES 


CHAPTER I 

IT HAS BEEN pointed out that the Maya civilization is unique 
in that it developed in a physical environment unlike that of any 
other high civilization, an environment seeming unsuited to the 
advanced agriculture and population concentration which are often 
assumed to be prerequisites to the rise of such civilizations. Infor¬ 
mation on the geographical environments of Egypt, the Middle 
East, and the East, and their apparent efiFects upon the rise of high 
civilizations there, may be obtained from V. Gordon Childe’s Neva 
Light on the Most Ancient East and Man Makes Himself-, for 
the Indus Valley of India, from Stuart Piggot’s Prehistoric India, 
The following suggested readings, taken from the Bibliography, 
will give additional information on the geography, climate, and 
plant and animal life of the Maya area. 

Geography: Huntington (41), Sapper (129), Wadell (187)} 
animal life: Griscom (33), Murie (88), Schmidt and Andrews 
(134), Biologia Centrali-Americana (6)} plant life: Botany of 
the Maya Area (7); Biologia Centrali-Americana (6), Lundell 
(61), Standley (148); climate: Page (90, 91). Mangelsdorf and 
Reeves (68) discuss the problem of the origin of maize, and 
Pearse, Creaser, and Hall (94) present a zoological and hydro- 
graphic survey of the cenotes which were so important in northern 
Yucatan. 


CHAPTER II 

Dr. Norman McQuown, while generously giving help with 
the linguistics map and chart, does not see sufficient evidence for 
the threefold division which Dr. Morley presents. For other the¬ 
ories on Maya linguistics, including Dr. McQuown’s, see his “The 
Classification of the Maya Languages’’ (62). 

Gates (31) and Tozzer (177) provide grammars of Maya, 
while the Diccionario de Motul (24), attributed to an early Spaft- 
ish priest, is a Maya-Spanish dictionary. Thompson (166) dis- 
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cusses the question of how much can be inferred about culture 
history and the probable contacts between two cultures from the 
presence of foreign loan words in a vocabulary. 

Steggerda (149, 150) describes the physical characteristics of 
the modern Indians of Yucatan, while some descriptions of Maya 
physical types of the Conquest period appear in Landa’s Relacion 
de las cosas de Yucatan (53). 

The life of a modern Maya village is discussed by Redfield 
and Villa R. (106), and Redfield (105) also describes village life 
in its relationship to tribal Indian communities and to larger urban 
centers in Yucatan. 

Landa’s Relacion gives an excellent account of Maya life at 
the time of the Spanish Conquest, although it is colored through¬ 
out by his pious horror at the religion which formed a large part 
of that life, and which he was instrumental in destroying. The 
Relacion, together with other documents, is available in an English 
translation by Gates (30) and in a comprehensively annotated 
translation by Tozzer (178). 

General discussions of the background and culture of some of 
the early Mesoamerican peoples may be found in Radin (lOi) 
and La Farge and Byers (52). Material for a comparison of the 
Chorti Indians of Guatemala and the Lacandon Maya of Chiapas 
with the modern Maya of Yucatan is presented in the studies by 
Wisdom (195) and Tozzer (174), and for a comparison of a 
modern Mexican village with the Maya in La Farge (51). 

CHAPTER III 

There is no unanimity of opinion on the starting date of the 
Classic stage, and the date used here was selected from several pos¬ 
sibilities. Some archaeologists feel that further investigation in 
southern Veracruz, the place of origin of the much debated Stela C 
(Tres Zapotes) and the Tuxtla statuette, might yield evidence for 
assigning a much earlier date to the beginning of the Classic stage. 

The surprisingly elaborate Preclassic-stage remains in Guate¬ 
mala are described by Brainerd (8) and Kidder, Jennings, and 
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Shook (48); the Formative Period of the Valley of Mexico, 
which equates roughly with the Maya Preclassic, is described by 
Vaillant (181). 

Two early archaeological studies of Tikal are those of Maler 
(67) and Tozzer (175)} findings at Uaxactun are discussed by 
Kidder (47), Ricketson (107), Ricketson and Ricketson (108), 
and Smith (139). The University Museum of the University of 
Pennsylvania has recently started a project of exploration and 
restoration at Tikal. The first season’s work began in January 
1956, under the general direction of John Dimickj field director 
is E. M. Shook of the Carnegie Institution of Washington and 
chief archaeologist is Linton Satterthwaite. 

Additional information on early Maya dates in the Peten is 
found in Morley (82), and Morley and Morley (85) analyze 
the problem of the age and provenance of the Leyden Plate. 

CHAPTER IV 

Brainerd (8), Spinden (143), Thompson (169), and Gann 
and Thompson (29) give excellent accounts of the development, 
florescence, and decline of Maya civilization. One section of 
Thompson’s book offers an interesting reconstruction of the life 
of the average Maya, while Brainerd discusses in some detail the 
possible causes for the inexplicable decline of the great Classic- 
stage centers. The Maya and Their Neighbors (74) and The 
Civilization of Ancient America (18) are collections of papers 
dealing in a more specialized fashion with various aspects of the 
early cultures of Mesoamerica. 

The Chilam Balam of Chumayel is available in a translation 
by Roys (112), and the Chilam Balam of Tizimin by Makemson 
(64). The possible historical value of such documents is discussed 
by Morley (77). 

More detailed studies of individual sites are those of Morley 
(79) and Gordon (32) for Copanj Morley (81) and Hewett 
(38) for Quiriguaj Thompson, Pollock, and Chariot (171) for 
Cobaj Satterthwaite (130, 131) and Mason (71) for Piedras Ne- 
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graS} and Ruppert, Thompson, and Pro^ouriakofF (120) for 
Bonampak. 

Proskouriakoff’s study of Maya sculpture (98) analyzes a 
large number of stelae, and shows the persistence through time of 
their subject matter, despite changes in the style of representation. 

Stephens (151) and Maudslay and Maudslay (73) describe 
Maya sites in parts of Guatemala, Chiapas, and Honduras as they 
appeared to the early traveler, and also give an excellent picture 
of the Indian and village life of those regions in the middle and 
late nineteenth century. 


CHAPTER V 

Landa’s Relacion describes Chichen Itza and Mayapan as they 
appeared in the i6th century. Morris (86) offers a popular ac¬ 
count of the problems of modern archaeological work at Chichen 
Itza, and more detailed studies of individual buildings there are 
given by Morris, Chariot, and Morris (87) for the Temple of the 
Warriors, Pollock (95) for the Casa Redonda, Ruppert for the 
Temple of the Wall Panels (115), the Caracol (116), and the 
Mercado (117). The east coast site of Tulum, yirhich is relatively 
less well known, is described by Lothrop (58). 

Covarrubias (22), Joyce (44), Keleman (45), and Toscano 
(172) provide material which will permit comparisons between 
Toltec and Maya art and architecture. 

The most recent information on Mayapan is that given by 
Bullard (12, 13), Pollodc (96), ProskouriakofiF (99, 100), and 
Smith (140). Descriptions of particular types of buildings there 
are given by Shook (137), Shook and Irving (138), Smith (140), 
and Thompson (170)5 Jones (43) has mapped the structures at 
the site. The problem of the exact number of houses at Mayapan 
is still unsettled, but the latest excavations there (96) report a 
total of 4,140 buildings 5 platfornis which show no traces of super¬ 
structures may have supported dwellings made of some perishable 
material. These excavations have also yielded evidence which 
suggests that the city was sacked and destroyed by hostile forces, 
as the old records imply. 
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CHAPTERS VI AND VII 


These two chapters have been grouped together because the 
additional readings suggested cover the periods dealt with in both 
of them. 

A number of the sources relating to these periods are in Span¬ 
ish—Carillo y Ancona (15), Lizana (56), and Scholes et ai. 
(135)—but an account in English of the Spanish conquest of 
Yucatan is available in Means (75). 

The conquest of Yucatan unfortunately had no such partid- 
pant-chronider as did the conquest of Aztec Mexico, but the im¬ 
pact on the two native populations involved must have been much 
the same. Dfaz del Castillo (23), who was a soldier in Cortez’s 
army, tells of the actual conquest of the Aztecs, and much of his 
account of the destruction of native culture might equally well be 
applied to Yucatan. Sahagun (128), a sixteenth-century Spanish 
priest, interested himself suffidently in the native culture of the 
Valley of Mexico to study and record much of it, and to add a few 
sharp words for the Spanish treatment of the Indians. Although 
not included in the Bibliography, Prescott’s History of Mexico, 
which draws on a number of early Spanish documentary sources, 
also gives a good account of the Conquest-period Aztecs. 

The pre-Conquest cultures of central Mexico are described by 
Thompson (159) and Vaillant (181). 

CHAPTER VIII 

A qualification of the description of Maya agriculture given in 
the text is presented here by Dr. Joseph Hester, who has made an 
intensive study (36) of the natural and cultural bases of ancient 
Maya subsistence economy. 

“The ‘simplicity’ of Maya maize agriculture is more apparent 
than real. Actually, there are critical factors in many of the steps 
in making a milpa which could spell the difference between success, 
partial success, or complete failure. For example, potassium seems 
to be the most critical soil element in Yucatan maize agriculture, 
and is made most available from the soil by the burning of brush 
cut in clearing the milpa. The temperature of the fire must be 
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within relatively narrow limits for optimum results. Too slow a 
fire is ineffective, and too hot a fire consumes the limited fuel in¬ 
efficiently. Best results seem to be obtained when the cut brush is 
carefully distributed over the soil, and the field is fired when the 
proper conditions of both wind and atmospheric moisture prevail. 
This must also be done at a time which is carefully chosen with 
respect to planting time and the beginning of the rainy season. 
Burning too soon means that weeds may take over the milpa before 
planting can be done effectively} waiting too long may permit the 
irregular showers which precede the full rainy season to soak the 
cut brush to the point that it cannot be burned effectively when the 
time comes. The proper timing with respect to the approach of 
the rainy season and the moment for planting varies from north 
to south and from east to west; it may also not be possible without 
certain wind conditions. And there are years when a favorable 
set of conditions just does not occur. The farmer may be obliged 
to spend weeks waiting at his field for proper conditions, during 
which time he cannot be productively employed at any other im¬ 
portant task. 

“While it seems to be generally true of northern Yucatan that 
cornfield fires do not start forest fires, this may not apply equally 
well to the Peten and the east coast of the peninsula. Paradoxi¬ 
cally enough, forest fires are a real concern in the Peten, even 
during the rainy season. Because of the excessive moisture the 
vegetation there often contains a much higher proportion of 
highly combustible volatile oils. Accidentally started fires have 
been reported in the Peten which raged out of control through 
miles of rain forest. The only comparable occurrences in northern 
Yucatan are henequen plantation fires, surely not an aboriginal 
problem. 

“Over most of the Yucatan Peninsula the first native plants 
to infiltrate a cornfield are not grass, but leguminous shrubs. 
When unmolested, these tend to shade out all grasses within one 
to four years, depending upon the amount and annual distribution 
of rainfall at a given place. After this period the legumes in turn 
are shaded out by trees, many of which, like the acacia, also are 
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leguminous and calciphilic. Some of the taller grasses found in 
milpas are considered premium roof-thatching material, and 
sometimes these are actually sown from seed by the Maya farmer, 
along with maize and other cultigens, and often occupy the richest 
soil. Soils which naturally support grasses are generally too acid 
for maize, and in Yucatan are very limited in their distribution. 
There is no demonstrable evidence that grass is or ever has been 
a threat to maize agriculture on the Yucatan Peninsula. 

“As there are variations in precipitation on the peninsula (in¬ 
creasing from north to south), there also are corresponding differ¬ 
ences in native vegetation; both are reflected in limitations upon 
native agriculture. In northern Yucatan, where rain is less abun¬ 
dant, the maize growing season coincides closely with the rainy 
season and is limited to about seven months. Most frequently 
here a single crop of maize is planted, rarely two. To the south 
an increase in both precipitation and length of the rainy season 
permits from two to four crops per year. On the southern perime¬ 
ter of the peninsula there may in some years be no distinct dry 
season and hence no clear interruption of the growing season. This 
is not to say that rainfall cannot become a critical factor in maize 
agriculture even in the wettest portions of the peninsula. There 
is, however, a noticeable increase in agricultural potential from 
north to south. Thus the chapter in this book on agriculture should 
be understood to apply most closely to northern Yucatan, where 
the only intensive studies of Maya maize agriculture have been 
made. Only with certain qualiflcations does it provide a picture of 
the agricultural economy in the southern lowland regions, where 
Maya civilization achieved its greatest elaboration. 

“In the Peten a fallowing period of three to four years pro¬ 
vides a growth of woody vegetation suflScient to furnish fuel for 
a good ‘burn.’ In northern Yucatan eight years is about the mini¬ 
mum, and frequently twelve or more years are necessary. Fields 
can thus be returned to agriculture more rapidly in the south. 

“The Maya farmer now raises a surplus of maize which he 
sells or .trades for cotton and other goods. Cotton now is grown 
only occasionally, and only as an ornamental, but in pre-Spanish 
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times the acreage devoted to cotton was second only to maize. 
Thus the amount of corn required to feed a Maya family and 
their animals is not a simple index of the time actually spent abo¬ 
riginally in agricultural pursuits. Furthermore, a long-term aver¬ 
age of as much as 50 per cent of all the farmer’s agricultural efiFort 
may not be productive, due to drought, infestation and deteriora¬ 
tion or loss of stored grain, or to other factors. And in northern 
Yucatan the agricultural cycle is approximately fifteen months 
from the time of selection of a plot until final harvest of the first 
crop. Obviously the farmer will be working upon two or more 
milpas, in different stages of preparation or production, during the 
same season. An additional consideration is that even during the 
dry season the farmer seldom has as much as two weeks at one time 
completely free from milpa preparation, harvest, or care. In view 
of this, the ‘293 to 317 days’ out of each year which the Maya 
farmer supposedly has, or had, for non-food-produdng activities 
could more realistically be reduced to one-half or one-fourth or 
less of this time.” 

Discussions of the origin of maize may be found in Mangels- 
dorf and Reeves (68); of the origin of agricixlture in America, in 
Spinden (144)} and of the Maya utilization of wild plants, in 
Roys (ill). 


CHAPTER IX 

There are few additional readings which might usefully be 
suggested here to augment the discussion of government and social 
organization among the ancient Maya, since, as the text points out, 
no direct evidence on these points has survived. Some inferences 
may be drawn from the pictorial art, but Classic-stage pictorial art 
is rare. A few of the more elaborately decorated ceramics show 
what seem to be ceremonial processions; the most extensive murals 
which eidst for the period are those at Bonampak, and drawings 
of these in color appear in Villagra (185) and Ruppert, Thomp¬ 
son, and Proskouriakoff (120). 

Landa gives a detailed account of Maya political and social 



organization at the time of the Conquest, but by this time at least 
the political organization had no doubt been extensively altered by 
Mexican influences. Brainerd (8) and Thompson (169), in their 
general descriptions of Maya civilization, offer conjectural re¬ 
constructions of the social and governmental organization of the 
Classic stage. Tozzer’s comparative study of the Maya and the 
Lacandons (174) gives more information on traces of a possible 
former clan system. 

CHAPTER X 

Virtually everything that is known about the everyday life of 
the ancient Maya has been derived from Landa’s accounts in his 
Relacion (178). The Maya whom Landa describes were those of 
the early Conquest period, but while political organization had no 
doubt changed greatly since the Classic stage, the daily life of the 
common people may well have been much the same. Landa was a 
careful observer and deserves due credit for having recorded so 
much valuable information about Maya life, but his Relacion was 
written in large part as a justification for his treatment of the 
Indians when he was called before an ecclesiastical court in Spain, 
and he therefore exaggerates those aspects of native life which 
seemed abhorrent to the Spaniards. Thompson gives some hypo¬ 
thetical reconstructions of Classic-stage daily life in his The Rise 
and Fall of Maya Civilization (169). 

For those interested in comparing the Aztec and Maya civili¬ 
zations at the time of the Spanish Conquest, Diaz del Castillo 
(23) and Vaillant (181) give detailed descriptions of life in the 
Aztec capital, Tenochtitlan (the modern Mexico City). Little is 
known of the dress of the Maya common people beyond the de¬ 
scriptions given in Landa. The murals, such as those at Bonampak 
(120, 185) and in the Temple of the Warriors (87), and the 
figures on the stelae (98) show largely rulers, nobles, and priests. 

The Annals of the Cakchiquels are available in a recent trans¬ 
lation by Rednos and Goetz (103). 

An alternative opinion on Maya subsistence practices, by Jo¬ 
seph Hester, is offered in the Note to chapter viii. 
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CHAPTER XI 


Landa, of course, is the best source of material on the Maya 
religion of the Postclassic stage. The Codices Dresdensis (19), 
Peresianus (20), and Tro-Cortesianus (21) have been reproduced 
with texts in German, French, and Spanish, respectively, but these 
publications are now quite old and may be difficult to find. A more 
recent study on the Codices is that of Villacorta (184). Schellhas 
(133) discusses the representation of deities in Maya manuscripts; 
Thompson analyzes the symbolism of the Maya and Mexican re¬ 
ligions (160) and the occurrence of the moon goddess and related 
deities in Mesoamerica (163). 

For purposes of a comparison of Aztec and Maya beliefs and 
practices, Caso (16), Vaillant (181), and Diaz del Castillo (23) 
all describe the Aztec religion at the time of the Conquest. 

Religious practices of the modern Lacandon Maya of Chiapas, 
who seem to retain many elements of the old religion, are dis¬ 
cussed by Tozzer (174). Redfield (104) and Redfield and Vi¬ 
lla R. (106) present material on the religion of the modern Maya 
of Yucatan, which is now a fusion of Catholic and native belief 
and practice. 


CHAPTER XII 

The statement that Maya writing is ideographic rather than 
phonetic, that its characters depict ideas rather than sounds, should 
perhaps be qualified by reference to some linguistic studies which 
have attempted translations of glyphs on the basis of possible pho¬ 
netic elements. In 1940 the American linguist Benjamin Whorf 
(191) published a monograph which analyzed a number of glyphs 
in terms of the possible syllabic values of some of their elements, 
and in this manner translated a sentence from the Codex Tro-Cor¬ 
tesianus. Whorf felt, however, that there were also some ideo¬ 
graphic elements in the writings, and that these were sometimes 
combined with phonetic elements which expressed the same con¬ 
cept, in a reduplication which emphasized the meaning of the 
glyph. 

A Russian linguist, J. B. Knorozov (50), has recently pub- 



lished a paper in which he states his belief that the glyphs consist 
of ideographic and phonetic elements and key-signs. In Knoro¬ 
zov’s analysis, a given element of a glyph may have two diflFerent 
meanings, depending upon whether it is used ideographically or 
phonetically, and the key-sign acts as a determinative to indicate 
which meaning shall be taken. His paper gives illustrations and 
appended translations of 380 signs, words, and sentences which 
he claims to have translated, but the available published material 
is still too meager to permit a real evaluation of his work. 

The information on which most studies of Maya calendrics 
and writing have been based is given by Landa. Other material 
on Maya inscriptions and their translations, which deal largely 
with calendric and astronomical information, may be found in 
Beyer (3), Morley (78, 79, 80, 82), and Thompson (168). 

Teeple (154) discusses Maya astronomyj Willson (194), the 
astronomical material in the Codices j Guthe (34), the lunar 
count; and Thompson, the Maya solar year (158) and mathemati¬ 
cal system (164). 

References for the Books of Chilam Balam are given in the 
Note to chapter iv, and for the Annals of the Cakchiquels in the 
Note to chapter x. The Popul Vuh is available in a translation by 
Recinos (102). 

Additional references for the Codices are given in the Note to 
chapter xi, and Von Hagen (186) describes more fully the manu¬ 
facture of the bark paper on which they were written. 

CHAPTER XIII 

References dealing with Tikal and Uaxactun have been given 
in the Note to chapter iii; Copan, Quirigua, Coba, and Piedras 
Negras, in the Note to chapter iv; Chichen Itza and Mayapan, in 
the Note to chapter v. 

The house mounds at Uaxactun are described more fully by 
Wauchope (188) and Ricketson and Ricketson (108). A descrip¬ 
tion of a Maya community in western British Honduras is given 
by Willey, Bullard, and Glass (193). It should be noted, how¬ 
ever, that the high population density evidenced by this site is 
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atypical, and was no doubt due to the fact that the area sampled 
was an alluvial river bottom. This is far richer land than charac¬ 
terizes the Maya area as a whole, and is of a sort which would 
provide subsistence for a greater concentration of population. 

E. H. Thompson (155) discusses the chultunes of the Puuc 
area, and Villa R. (182) the Coba-Yaxuna causeway. 

Marquina (69) deals with pre-Spanish architecture through¬ 
out Mesoamerica, and Totten (173) with Maya architecture spe¬ 
cifically} Proskouriakoff’s album of Maya architecture (97) is 
illustrated with reconstruction drawings of the principal Maya 
sites based on archaeological evidence. Brainerd (8) traces the 
chronological and regional variations in the building techniques 
used in Maya corbeled vaults. 

CHAPTER XIV 

The most recent study which traces the development of Maya 
sculpture as shown on the stelae is that of Proskouriakoff (98). 
The time span during which stelae were carved is divided into 
Early and Late Periods, and the latter is divided into Formative, 
Ornate, Dynamic, and Decadent phases. The study analyzes the 
changing styles of representation of subject matter which re¬ 
mained consistently the same. 

Some of the best illustrations of Maya sculpture are those 
of Stephens (151, 152), Catherwood (17), and Maudslay and 
Maudslay (73). These drawings of stelae and wall panels have 
seldom been equaled, and details are shown in them with such 
clarity and precision that they have been of great assistance in 
studies of Maya hieroglyphic writing. The illustrations in Ste¬ 
phens and Catherwood are now more than a century old, and those 
in Maudslay and Maudslay more than a half century, and in some 
cases they record details of carving which have subsequently be¬ 
come obscured. 

Ruz’ own accounts of the finding and excavation of the Palenque 
tomb are listed in the Bibliography (122,124, 125,126). A brief 
resume of the work is given here. 
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In 1949, 23 steps were discovered and in 1950, 23 more, end¬ 
ing in a landing at a depth 15 meters below the top of the pyra¬ 
mid} in 1951, two narrow, horizontal ^-shafts were cleared, 
which extended 8 meters through to the west side of the pyramid. 
From this landing a new stairway of 22 steps went toward the east, 
whereas the first flight went toward the west (Plate 27, p. 181). 
The foot of this second flight was blocked by a wall of stone, at 
the bottom of which was found a masonry box containing three 
clay plates, three shells, eleven pieces of jade, and one pearl. The 
clearing of this wall revealed a great triangular vertical stone slab, 
with a crude grave at the base of it which contained five male 
skeletons and one female. 

This slab formed the entry to a room 6.6 meters high by 9 
meters long, to which four steps descended from the entrance. 
The width of the room varies from 1.8 meters at the entry to 
3.9 meters at its widest point. Because of the exceptional height 
of the vault, it was strengthened by five cross-pieces of stone. The 
floor of the room is 24 meters below the top of the pyramid, and 
2 meters below the ground level. 

The walls are decorated with stucco bas-reliefs (Plate lOOc, 
p. 413), showing a procession of nine magnificently dressed priests 
with headdresses of quetzal plumes. The center of the crypt is 
occupied by a monolithic sarcophagus i meter high, 2. i meters 
wide, and 3 meters long, which rests on six stone supports} the 
four at the corners are ornamented by carved human figures. A 
slab 3.8 meters long by 2.2 meters wide by .25 meter thick serves 
as a cover to the sarcophagus. The sides of this slab carry fifty- 
four carved hieroglyphs, thirty of which give a date of approxi¬ 
mately A.D. 700. The entire top of the slab is beautifully sculp¬ 
tured (Plate 100, h and d). It shows the semireclining figure of a 
man, resting on a great mask} his gaze is fixed on a cruciform 
motif which rises above him. On the arms of the cross crawls a 
two-headed serpent, from whose mouths emerge small figures} 
the arms themselves end in stylized serpent heads. The slab is 
circled by a band which is decorated largely with astrononucal 
glyphs. Some slate pendants and fragments of a jade mosaic were 
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found on top of the slab, and two beautiful stucco heads (Plate 
98, b and p. 411) under the sarcophagus. 

In November 1952, this slab was lifted, revealing a smooth 
stone slab which fitted exactly into the opening of the sarcophagus. 
Removal of this inner cover disclosed a male human skeleton, 
lying on its back (Plate 99^, p. 412). Around the head were 
found hair ornaments, jade earplugs, and the fragments of a jade 
mosaic mask. The breast was covered with a sort of breastplate 
made of various kinds of beads j the arms were adorned with 
bracelets, and there was a ring on each finger. Two jade idols were 
also found (Plate 98^*), one at the feet and the other at the level 
of the pelvis. 

The fact that the tomb is found below the level of the ground 
on which the pyramid rests, and the great size and weight of the 
sarcophagus, indicate that the body had been buried before the 
pyramid was erected. This pyramid and temple are thus essentially 
a funerary monument, a tribute to the particularly sacred character 
of the personage buried there. Needless to say, however, this 
interpretation cannot be extended to include all Maya pyramids, 
for intensive archaeological investigation has shown that construc¬ 
tions of this nature are exceedingly rare in Mesoamerica. 

Rivet (no) has excellent illustrations on the Palenque tomb, 
as well as on Maya art and architecture in general. His book in¬ 
cludes color plates of all the Bonampak murals. 

CHAPTER XV 

Some descriptions of the ceramics from various Maya sites 
may often be found in the general reports on the sites, but Long¬ 
year’s study (57) deals exclusively with the ceramics of Copan. 
Brainerd’s report .on the archaeological ceramics of Yucatan (9) 
is based upon ceramic sequences from a number of sites in that 
region. This more comprehensive survey will no doubt aid in 
establishing a clearer relative chronology for the sites involved, 
and show the relationship of this chronology to that of the Peten. 
It may also indicate the amount of contact not only between the 
various sites in Yucatan, but also between Yucatan and the Peten. 
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CHAPTER XVI 


Guatemalan textiles are discussed by Osborne (89), and the 
weaving techniques of the Lacandon Maya, which seem to be simi¬ 
lar to aboriginal techniques, by Tozzer (174). A number of the 
text figures in Proskouriakoff (98) show the great elaboration in 
the clothing, headdresses, and ornaments depicted on the stelae, 
and Barrera Vasquez’ study (2) discusses Maya featherwork. 

The Bonampak murals are illustrated in color by Villagra 
(185) and Ruppert, Thompson, and Proskouriakoff (120), and 
the frescoes from the Temple of the Warriors are shown in Mor¬ 
ris, Chariot, and Morris (87). 

The metalwork recovered from the Cenote of Sacrifice at Chi- 
chen Itza is extensively analyzed by Lothrop (59), who doubts 
the authenticity of some of the pieces illustrated in this chapter. 
He feels there is reason to believe that the objects shown in Fig¬ 
ure 55 (a, bf dy (?, /) and all of the objects in Figure 56 are for¬ 
geries. 

Discussions and illustrations of Maya art may be found in 
Covarrubias (22), Joyce (44), Keleman (45), Spinden (142), 
and Toscano (172). 

Music among the Maya was little more than an adjunct to the 
dance, and musical instruments were mainly of percussion type. 
Thompson (169) gives some discussion of music among the ancient 
Maya, while Tozzer (174) discusses that of the modern Lacandon. 
Vaillant’s study of the Aztecs (181) highlights their music and 
instruments. The musicians of the Bonampak murals are treated in 
Ruppert, Thompson, and Proskouriakoff (120). 

CHAPTER XVII 

A full discussion of the theories of cultural evolution outlined 
in this chapter may be found in V, Gordon Childe’s Man Makes 
Himself and Social Evolution, and in Julian Steward’s Theory 
of Culture Change. 

It is generally conceded that true urbanization did not exist 
during the Classic stage, in that there were no cities comprising 
many acres of closely packed dwellings. However, although this 
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formal criterion of urbanization is lacking, the Maya may have had 
a kind of “dispersed urbanism.” It is possible that surrounding a 
center like Tikal, for example, for several miles in all directions, 
there were numerous small hamlets which were more or less semi- 
continuous. This would have meant a fairly dense population, even 
though the spacing and arrangement were not those of a true city. 
The Maya achievements must surely have resulted from being able 
to draw upon the efforts of a great many people, and even with foot 
transportation this was probably possible over a fairly wide area. 

Recent archaeological work by Gordon Willey (192) in the 
Belize Valley in western British Honduras has shown a kind of 
settlement pattern previously unknown in the Maya area during 
the Classic stage. The Belize Valley settlements, located on river 
terraces or on hill slopes, are house-mound clusters, ranging from 
a dozen or so mounds to more than three hundred. In most clusters 
there are usually one or more larger mounds which quite possibly 
were pyramid bases for small temples or platforms for palace-like 
buildihgs. 

Domestic refuse from the flanks of the house mounds included 
polychrome and figure-painted ware, and vessels with elaborately 
carved designs. Fine pottery was found in association with burials, 
and one Late Classic burial was accompanied by a fine jade gorget 
and several objects of polished stone. One of these, a monolithic 
axe, bore a rather inexpertly rendered Ahau glyph. 

These discoveries would seem to indicate that, in this area at 
least, the gulf between rural village and ceremonial center was not 
so great as it was earlier believed to have been. The village dwellers 
apparently possessed some of the finer material objects, participated 
in a rather widely distributed religious and ritual life, and at least 
knew about and valued the intellectual attainments of the great 
ceremonial centers, even though they may riot have understood 
them fully. 

This might suggest an eventual modification of the picture of 
a Classic-stage society dominated by a relatively few great centers, 
to which the outlying areas were merely a kind of rural backwater. 
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APPENDIX 


A description of the radiocarbon technique and lists of dates 
which it has yielded for various parts of the world may be found 
in Libby (55). Johnson (42) and Wauchope (190) discuss the 
implications of the revised dates for reconstructions of New 
World culture history. 

The intricacies of the correlation problem are analyzed by 
Beyer (4), Kidder and Thompson (49), Palacios (92), and 
Teeple (153). The Spinden (145) and Thompson (156, 161) 
studies show the differences in interpretation of the available 
evidence which have led to the formulation of these competing 
correlations. 
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A 

Acalan, Province of, lo6,115-16,118 
Acanceh, 74, 268, 352 
Acropolis at Copan, 276, 279 
agriculture, 95, 128-30, 132-42, 426, 
433, 453-56; collapse of, 70, 71; de¬ 
velopment of, 129-30; origin of, 52, 
128-29, 183; tools of, 129, 130 
Aguilar, Geronimo de, loo-ioi, 103 
Ah Canul, Province of, 107, i lO-i i 
ah cueh cabob^ 154 
Ah Dzun Xiu, 98 
ah holfofoby 155 
ah kuUloby 154-55 
Ah Naum Pat, 104 

Ah Puch, god of death, 190-91, 198, 200, 
201, 206 
ah toocy 13 2 
Ah Zupan Xiu, 98 
Ah Ziyah Xiu, 98 
ahauy 145 

Ahaucm'M.z\y 155-56 
ahkifiy 15 7 
ahmeriy 15 7 
akalchcy 9 
Ake, 105 

Alaminos, Anton de, 102 
alautufty 237 
Alcayaga, jacobo de, 122 
almehenoby 149, 154 
Altar de Sacrificios, 65 
Alvarado, Pedro de, 103,109 
andesite, 330, 331 
Angkor Vat, 436 

animals, 7, ii, 142, 220, 406, 420; do¬ 
mestic, 32, 129, 133, 139, 140, 422, 

427 

Annals of the Cakchiquels, 255, 457 
archaeology of the Maya area, vii, 51, 59, 
90, 94, 144, 185-86, 261-62, 279, 
286-87, 299,461,464 


architecture, 46, 47-48, 56, 59, 83-86, 
94-95, 261-329, 427, 433, 452, 460; 
colonnades, 83, 286, 329; corbeled roof, 
40-41, 56, 184, 310, 315-16, 460; de¬ 
velopment of, 74-77, 310, 315-16, 
320-21; Puuc period, 79, 197, 293- 
94; Toltec influence on, 83-86, 88, 
261, 267 

Archives of the Indies, 115 
arithmetic, 48, 237, 239-41, 244, 429, 
459 

art, 46, 56, 59, 82, 84-86, 143, 146, 195, 
306, 331, 334 - 35 , 339 , 388, 427, 433 , 
452; crafts, 380-423, 463; decadence 
in, 70, 86, 88, 91, 197, 347, 384, 422; 
motifs and symbols, 84, 324, 383-84; 
see also architecture; human figure in 
art; pottery; sculpture; wall paintings 
Ascension Bay, 15, 102 
astronomy, 132, 156, 188, 276, 279, 428- 
29, 459; development of, 44, 55; 
knowledge of, 55, 244, 256-60, 429; 
observatories, 257-58, 286, 299-300 
Atlantean figures, 84, 189-90, 347, 349 
atohyiiy 177 

Avendano, Andres de, 120-23,124 
azote (bastinado), 34 

Aztecs, 41, 85, 91, 102, 103, 115-16, 
236, 422, 433, 453, 457, 458; mili- 
tary orders of, 84 

B 

Bacaby 188, 197,214,215,217 
Baker, M. Louise, 340 
baktuuy 237 
Balakbal, 63 

Balboa, Vasco Nunez de, 100 
ball courts, 285-86 
banqueUy 175-76 
Bartolome de las Casas, 423 
basketry, 142,384-85 



iatai, 149,154-55 
Becan, 270 
Belize River, 9 
Belize Valley, 464 
Bell, Betty, v 
Belma, 105 

Bo/ontikuj see Nine Gods of the Lower 
World 

Bonampak, 452; murals at, 57-58, 146, 
393. 4 * 7 . 456, 462, 463 
Brainerd, George W., v, 424,425,433 
British Honduras, 3, 17, 91, 144, 459, 464 
buildings, classification of, 321, 322-23 
(Table VIII); decoration of, 84-85, 
321, 324, 329; description of, 83-85, 
315-29; see also architecture; houses; 
temples 

burial customs, 44, 180, 182, 372, 393, 
460-62, 464 

C 

cabiUoy 110, III 
cacao, 160, 201, 221 
Cakchiquel, 163, 230, 255 
caUhtun^ 237 

Calakmul, 268, 307-8, 332 
calendar, 38, 46, 52, 55, 88, 183, 228-31, 
232—36, 246-49; correction, 229-30, 
244, 246, 256-57, 259-60, 429; day, 
230-31, 237, 4*9-30; month, 231, 
* 34 - 35 ; year, 45 , I 3 *, *30-31, * 34 - 
36, 256-57, 459 
Calendar Round, 231, 235-36 
caluac^ 82 

Campeche, 3, 15, 17, 73, 74, 76, 89, 91, 
94, loi, 102, 107-11, 112, 124, 144, 
365,372 

Candelaria River, 9 

Canek, 116,118-21,123-25,148 

cannibalism, 100, 208 

CapeCatoche, 101 

capes, 174,395,420,423 

capstones, painted, 399 

captive figures, 159,404 

Caracol at Chichen Itza, 84, 286,452 

Carnegie Institution of Washington, vii- 


viii, 33 > 35 > 94 ) i 35 » I 39 ) 267, 279, 
286, 299, 387, 414, 415 
caryatids, 84 

Castillo at Chichen Itza, 210, 351, 410, 

415 

Catherwood, F., vi-vii, 460 
Cauich, 120 

causeways, 158, 271, 294, 309-10, 460 
460 

cciba, 194 

Ccme, Eustaquio, 3 3 

cenote^ 15-16, 77, 89,130, 264, 266, 287, 
449; see also Well of Sacrifice 
ceramic periods, 48, 59, 74-75, 90-91, 
368-69, 370-74; see also pottery 
Ceremonial Bar, Double-Headed, 146 
ceremonial centers, 46, 47, 52, 88-89, 
140, 261-68, 270, 373, 426, 464; 
abandonment of, 68, 70-71, 88-89, 
90-91, 97-98, 146, 148, 266, 438; 
classification of, 267-68, 269 (Table 
VIII), 270; decline of, 79, 438-39, 
451; see also individual sites 
cereAonies, 132, 146, 155, 157, 164, 191- 
94, 196-97, 206, 208-21, 224, 250, 
388, 406, 428; hetzmeky 164; marriage, 
167-68; New Year’s, 157, 213-16; 
ocnay 196-97; Pacum Chac, 221, 224; 
puberty, 157, 165-66; Tupp Kak, 220 
Cerro dc las Mesas, 65 
chac (priest), 157, 165, 208-9, 217, 219 
Chac (rain god), 186, 188, 195, 196-97, 
201-2, 205, 206, 220, 226 
Chac Mool, 84-85, 347, 349 
Chacmultun, 399 

Chakan, Province of, in, 120-21, 123- 
26 

Chakanputun, 270 

Chaltuna, 7 

Chama region, 393 

Champoton, 101,102, 106,110 

Chan Korn, 3 3 

Chariot, Jean, 332, 336-37 

Chauaca, Province of, 105,107, 112 

Chel, 97-98, 108,148 

Chenes region, 75-76,79, 373-74 


a8a 



Chetumal, io6; Province of, 107, 112 
Chiapa, 67 

Chiapas, 3, 4, 7, 17, 109, 162, 365, 416, 
452 

Chichen Itza, 68, 73, 80-91, 96, 107, 
i35> i37~39> i43~44> 180, 182, 185, 
210-11, 266-67, 268, 270, 279, 285- 
87. 3 H. 3 * 9 . 347 . 349 . 351 . 365-66, 
399, 406, 410, 415-16, 4«8, 45*; 
abandonment of, 87, 90J description of, 
80-81, 210; founding of, 80-81 
chicleros, 73 

Chilam Balam, Books of, 78, 83, 96, 254- 
55, 270, 451; of Chumayel, 78, 88, 97, 
203, 255, 385, 451i of Mani, 78, 87, 
2S5;of Tizimin, 97, 255,451 
chilan^ 156, 208-9, 254 
children, 159-60, 163-66, 208, 211, 393 
China, 432 
Chinkultic, 65,67 
Chixoy Valley, 399 
Chochkitam, 270 
chocolate, 142, 177 
Chontal, 115, 118 
Chorti, 450 

Christianity, 36-37, iii, 116, 118-21, 
127,186, 249,254-55 
chronological system, Maya, 55, 183, 228- 
31, 232-36, 241-49, 256-57, 429; 
starting point of, 241-43, 450 
chronology, 59, 299, 367-68, 451, 462; 
Maya and Christian, 256, 368, 443-48, 
465 

chultun, 89, 262, 264-65, 266, 460 
Chunchintok, 268 
Chuntuqui, 122, 123 
cities, see ceremonial centers 
civilization, Maya, appraisal of, 51, 237, 
244, 249, 256-57, 263, 265, 339, 388, 
424-41; decline of, 60, 68-71, 73, 96, 
266, 379, 425, 430, 438 ~ 39 > 444» 45 *» 
development of, 4, 16, 46-48, 51, 56, 
57> lU 73-77> 185-86, 195, 451} 
origin of, 13, 40 - 4 i» 44 “' 45 » 55-56 

Civiltuk, 268 

clan organization, 160,162 


Classic stage, 40, 57-60, 63, 65, 67-71, 
73-78, i43-44» 225, 266, 425, 430, 

436-38, 450, 464 

clay modeling, 352, 365-66, 369; figu¬ 
rines, 369, 372 

climate, 3, 4, ii, 69-70, 251, 449, 453- 
54 

Coba, 65, 73, 95, 268, 270, 451; descrip¬ 
tion of, 309-10 
Cochuah, 112 
Cockscomb Peak, 9 
Cocom, 81-82, 91, 98-99,148, 182 
codices, 96, 197, 198, 210, 242, 249-54, 
370 » 385, 428-29; Bodleian, 258; 
Dredensis, 186, 188, 203, 249-51, 257, 

259, 399, 458; Nuttall, 258; Percsian- 
sus, 196, 201, 205, 212, 249-51, 254, 

260, 399, 458; Perez, 132, 255; Sel- 
den, 258; Tro-Cortesiansus, 186, 191, 
196, 200, 249-51,399, 458 

Cogolludo, 97 
Cohuanacox, 114 
coty 129 

Colombia, 211,416 
Comalcalco, 316, 352 
comalesy 90, 369, 370 
common people, 149, 158-59; life of, 31- 
35, 146, 158, 163-69, 171-72, 174- 
80, 182, 194, 225, 379, 404, 450, 452, 
457 

Conil, 105 

copal, 332, 387; also fom 
Copan, 60, 63, 65, 67, 71, 180, 268, 306, 
316, 330, 334 , 339 > 345 > 368, 406, 
415, 451, 462; abandonment of, 270; 
description of, 276, 279; stelae, 130, 
206, 331; temples, 206, 276, 340 
Copan River, 279 
copper objects, 211,415-20 
Cordoba, see Hernandez de Cordoba 
com, 128-30, 132-40, 263, 455-56; cul¬ 
tivation of, 128-30, 132-40, 453-56; 
in Maya diet, 31, 137, 175-77; origin 
of, 7, 128, 449, 456 

cornfield, 128-30, 132-40, 164, 178, 
453-56; harvesting of, 129; location of, 



129-30* of, 130, 137} stages in 
making, 129-30, 13 *- 37 . 45 3-54 i 
yield of, 135-40, 455-56 
Cortez, Hernando, 68, 100-104, 
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Costa Rica, 415, 416 

cotton, 141, 380-81, 383,455-56 

Couoh, 110 

Cozumel, Island of, 95, 102, 103, 104, 
112, 157 
cremation, 182 
Cuauhtemoc, 114-16 
Cuicuilco, 45 

cultures, evolution of, 424—25, 430-36, 
463-64 

Cupules, 107-8, 112 

customs, see common people, life of; cere¬ 
monies; dances 

D 

dances, 155, 193-94, ^08, 209, 215, 2x6, 
218, 221, 388 

dansantes of Monte Alban, 45 
d’Avila, Alonso, 104-7, *^9 
death, 179-80, 182; symbols of, 115, 198, 
200, 202, 203, 420 
deities, see gods 
Delgado, Diego, 119-20 
Diaz del Castillo, Bernal, 103, 115 
Dimick, John, 451 

diseases, 88, 157, 214, 216; cures, 38, 142, 
156, 178-79, 191; malaria, 70; small¬ 
pox, 97, lOi; yellow fever, 70 
Douglass, A. S., 368 
drainage basin, 3, 7, 15 
dress, 32, 85, 169-72, 174-75, 457. 463; 
of women, 172, 174; of rulers and 
priests, 142, 165, 169, 174, 388, 393, 
395, 420, 422-23; of warriors, 105, 
169, 174 

drinks, 31, 176-77, 217, 218, 221, 224 

EkChuah, 188, 200-201 

Duran, Bartolome, 126 

dyes, 142, 383-84, 387 

Dzibikal, 108 

Dzibilchaltun, 73 


Dzilam, 73, 108-9 

£ 

Eagles, military order of, 84 

Early period of the Classic stage, 59-60 

earthquakes, 69 

Egypt, 432 - 33 * 437* 449 
Ek Chuah, 188, 200-201 
Ekab, Province of, lOO, 104, 112 
El Encanto, 65 
El Meco, 105 
El Palmar, 420 

El Quiche, Department of, 4,182 
El Salvador, 56 
El Tabasqueho, 268 
embroidery, 32, 172, 383-84, 420 
encomenderos^ 112 
Espiritu Santo Bay, 15 
Etzna,65,67, 73,75 
exy 169 

F 

family tics, 35-36,163, 168 
fasting, 191, 203, 218 
fauna, see animals; jaguars; quetzal 
Feathered Serpent in art, 84 
featherwork, 169, 174-75, 217, 268, 388, 
420, 422-23, 463 
Fine Orange pottery, 89-90, 91,375 
flint obj ects, 351,420 
flora, see plants; forests 
Forstmann, Ernst, 242 
foods, II, 140-41, 154, 158, 176-77, 
191, 383; see also corn; fruits; vege¬ 
tables 

forests, 130, 132-33; height of, 9; mate¬ 
rials yielded, 141-42, 333, 387 
frescoes, see wall paintings 
fruits, II, 141-42, 267 
Fuensalida, Bartolome ^e, 118-19 
Fuentes y Guzman, 422 

G 

Garcia dc Palacio, Diego, 306 
Gates, William, 21 
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Gibbon, Edward, 227 
Godoy, Lorenzo de, no 
gods, 57, 132, 188-206, 224-26, 427-28, 
458; corn, 197-98, 205, 345; creation, 
188, 194-95, 427-28; death and de¬ 
struction, 188, 190, 194, 198, 200-202, 
420; moon, 202,458; North Star, 200- 
201; rain, 186, 188, 195-97, 202, 
206, 210; suicides, 202-3; sun, 195, 
202, 206; the heavens, 194-96; war, 
188, 200, 201, 206; wind, 132, 197, 
201-2, 214; see also patron gods 
goldwork, 89, 101, 103, 109, 175, 210- 
II, 279,415-16,418 
Gonzalez, Juan, 126 
Goodman, J. T., 242 
Goodman-Martinez Hernandez-Thomp¬ 
son correlation, 443-48, 465 
government, 57-58, 82, 88, 96, 143-46, 
148-49, 425, 430, 43 L 434, 436-38, 
456-57; hereditary rule, 145 
Grijalva, Juan de, 101-2, 103 
Grijalva River, 103 

Guatemala, 3, 4, 7, 17, 44,144, 3*6, 383- 
84, 450, 452, 463; highlands of, 4, 7, 
41, 44-45, 52, 56, 69, 80, 89, 128, 
368, 369, 380, 414, 416, 420 
Guerrero, Gonzalo de, loo-ioi, 106 

H 

haab, 231, 234-35,429 
hair, manner of wearing, 164, 169, 174 
halachuinicy 144-46, 149, 154, 158, 174, 
271 

hammocks, 177-78 
headdresses, 174-75, 388, 420, 423 
head-variant numerals, 237, 239 
Healey, Giles, v, 388 
hemp and henequen, 140, 141-42, 263 
Hernandez de Cordoba, Francisco, 101, 
102 

Herrera, Antonio de, 155, 172, 185 
Hester, Joseph, v, 453-56 
hetzpieky 164 

Hieroglyphic Stairway, 276, 345 
hieroglyphic writing, see writing 


High Priest^s Tomb at Chichen Itza, 180 
history, Maya, 40, 87, 96, 242; epochs, 59, 
339; records of, 249-50, 254-55, 428- 
29; see also Classic stage; Postclassic 
stage; Preclassic stage; Spanish Conquest 
Hochob, 268 
Holactun, 73 
Holmes, William H., 332 
Holmul, 268, 393 
Holmul River, 121 
Hondo River, 9 

Honduras, 3, 4, 7, 17,44, 109, 114, 416 
Honduras-Hibiieras, 109,114 
honey, 11, 177, 217, 219, 267 
Hopeichen, 119 
63, 212, 307 

houses, 142, 177-78, 261-62, 267, 310, 
404, 464 

Huastecarea, 17, 20, 370 
huipilcs, 172 

human figure in art, 55-56, 333-34> 339^ 
40,406,410 

Hun Uitzil ChacTutul Xiu, 148-49 
Hunab Ku, 188, 194-95 
Hunac Ceel, 82 
Hunhau, 194, 200 

I 

Ichpaatun, 65, 73 

ideographic writing, 227-28,458-59 
idolatry, 94, 118, 120, 185-86, 191, 
225-26 

idols, 118, 127, 157, 206, 212-16, 218- 
21, 225-26; making of, 219-20 
Inca civilization, 433 

incense, 192-93, 200, 211, 214, 217; 

burners,9i, 192, 336, 374 
Indus Valley, 449 

Initial Series, 60, 229-30, 242-44, 246- 
47, 430; earliest date in, 73-74; latest 
date in, 68 
inscriptions, 59-60 
insects, 11 

introducing glyph, 243 
irrigation, 45,431,433 
Isla de Mujeres, 95, lOl 



Island of Jaina^ 73, 365, 372 
Itza, 8o~8l, 86-88, 116, 117-21; 123- 
27; Province of the, 116,120 
Itzamna, 188, 194-96, 197, 205, 214, 
216, 220 

Ixchel, 163, 201, 202 
Ixlu, 68 
Ixtab, 202-3 
Izamal, 82,268,270 

J 

jade, 268, 287, 406, 410, 414; deposits 
and sources of, 89, 4x4; hardness of, 
414; objects, 174-75, 180, 211, 406, 
410,414,461-62 

jaguar, 254; in art, 84, 271, 276, 279, 
286-87; in dress and ornament, 174- 
75, 406, 410; military order of, 84 
Jaguar Stairway, 276, 279, 340 
jaguar thrones, 347, 349 
Jonuta, 365 

K 

Kabah, 76, 264, 265, 294, 299; stone 
arch, 294,299 
373, 379 

Kaminaljuyu, 79, 368,406,410,414 
kanloly 179 

katun, 63, 67-68, 237, 247-49; ending, 
211-12, 247; thirteen gods of the, 
211-I2; wheel, 247-48 
Kidder, A. V., 71 

kmchiltun^ 237 
King of Spain, X04,145 
Kinich Ahau, 195, 215, 216, 410 
Knorozov, J. B., 458-59 
Kukulcan, 80-81, 87, 88, 94, 185, 195, 
201-2, 208, 217--18, 225, 285, 324 
kuum^ 175 

L 

Labna, 76, 264, 265 
labor, see manpower 

Lacandons, 162, 183, 192-93, 366, 380- 

81,450,457,458,463 

Lacantan River, 4 


Laguna de Terminos, 102 
lahuntuny 63,212 
Lake Amatitlan, 4, 7 
Lake Atitlan, 7 
Lake Bacalar, 15,78,118 
Lake Izabal, 7,117 
Lake Peten Itza, 7, 81,116, 117, 120 
Landa, Bishop Diego de, vi, 97, 165-67, 
178, 180, 182, 191, 194, 212, 215, 
2*8, 250, 429, 450, 457i cited, 24, 33, 
36, 80-82, 85, 95, 97, 134, 145, 155- 
57, 159-60, 166-68, 172, 177, 179- 
80, 188, 191-94, 210, 221, 226, 247- 
49,258,261,267 

languages, Maya, 21, 51, 148, 449-50; 
dialects of, 17-20; map of, 19 (Plate 
7) ; see also Zuyua 
lapidary art, 406,410,414 
Late period of the Classic stage, 59-60, 63 
law, 31, 154-55,159,423 
Leyden Plate, 51-52, 55, 242, 406, 451 
lime, 13, 3 20; kilns, 320 
limestone, 13, 15, 310, 315, 330-33; 

quarrying, 308, 332-33 
lintels, 84 , 27 I» 346 > 35 I >422 
Lizana, Father, 77-78 
Loche, 105 

Long Count, see Initial Series 
loom, Maya, 381-83 

M 

machete, 129-30 
McQuown, Norman A., v, 449 
maize, see corn 
Mamantel River, 9 

Mani, 98, 148-49, 217, 268; Province of, 
107, 108, 111, 148 
Manikin Scepter, 145-48 
manpower, 58, 89, 139-40, 178, 263-65, 
456; conscription of, 45, 47, 265-66, 
434 

manuscripts, native, vi, 78, 97, 179, 186, 
^58-60,370 

Marina, 103 

marriage, 160,167-68; average age at, 24, 
31,167; taboos, 162,167 



mask panel, 294, 340 
masonry in architecture, 75 
mathematics, see arithmetic 
matting, 384-86 

Maudslay, Alfred P., vii, 242,460 
Maya area, 3-4, 434, 435-36J map of, 5; 
physiography of, 4, 7, 9, 13, 15, 16, 76, 
426, 449; river systems, 4,9 
Maya Mountains, 9,116 
Mayapan, 80-82, 90-91, 94-96, 148, 
266-67, 270; abandonment of, 90; 
confederation, 91, 143-44; description, 
9 ** 94 ~ 9 S» ^67; fall of, 96, 97“98, 
217, 452; founding of, 81-82, 87, 91 
measurement, 130 
mecateSy 130 

men, work of, 164,177-78, 433 
merchants, 200-201; see also trade 
Merida, 108, in, 112, 117, 118, 119, 
120, 123, 124, 268, 270, 385 
Mesoamerica, 44-46, 57, 79, 89, 128, 

136,236,352,450,458 

Mesopotamia, 431-32,437 
metalwork, 415-20, 426,463 
Mexican invasion, 20-21, 73, 77, 79-91, 
94-96, 185-86,225,266,418 
Mexican mercenaries, 82, 91, 96 
Mexico, 3, 56, 132, 210, 225, 249, 250, 
285, 365, 414, 41S, 432, 4S3i Valley 
of. 44 . 79 . 94 . 95 . *63, 416, 451, 

453 

Middle America, 128 
military orders, 84 
milpa, see cornfield 

Ministry of Public Education, Mexico, 
286 

Miro, Jose Ignacio, 251 
Mirones, Francisco de, 119-20 
mirrors, 414 

Mixtec, 96, 250; art, 94, 404 
Moan bird, 188, 200 
Mochis, 105 

modem Maya, 21-36, 164, 167-68, 169, 
172, 174, 176, 178, 183,450, 458 
monochrome pottery, 74, 77, 369, 372-74 


Montejo, Francisco de, 102, 103-10, 
251 

Montejo, Francisco de, the Younger, 106- 
13; cousin of, 110-13 
moon count, 244, 256-57 
Moran, Father, 423 
Morlcy, Sylvanus G., v 
mosaics, 286-87,4H-i 5 
Motagua River, 4 
Motul, 148 

murals, wall paintings 
music, 463 
mutinies, 104 

myths, 203, 242, 254-55; creation, 188- 
90, 242; culture, 195, 202; deluge, 
188-90; man, 188; the afterlife, 194, 

202- 3 

N 

Naabon Cupul, 107 
Naachtun, 334 » 339 
Nachan Can, 100 
Nachi Cocom, 98, 228 
nacom (priest), 156-57, 208 
nacom (war chief), 154, 221 
Nahuatl, 20, 21, 103 
Nakum, 65, 307-8 

name glyphs of the gods, 195-202, 204-5, 

243 

names, personal, 160, 162,163, 164 

Namux Chel, 108 

Naranjo, 63,65, 307-8 

Nebaj vase, 399 

New River, 9 

Nicuesa, Diego de, lOO 

Nieto, Diego, 117 

Nine Gods of the Lower World, 190-91, 

203- 4, 216, 352; name glyphs, 229, 

243 

Nito, 117 

nobles, 57-58, 149, 154, 174, 178, 180, 
182,457 
Nohthub, 120 

Nuestra Senora de los Remedies y San Pablo 
delosltzaes, 127 

numerical system, 2 3 9-41; see also arith¬ 
metic 



o 

Oaxaca, 44,4;, 91,211,416 
ocna festival, 196-97 
Old Woman G^dess, 188 
Old World civilizations, 48,430-32 
Olid, Cristobal de, 103,114 
Olmec culture, 45 
Orbita, Juan de, 118-19 
Ordaz, Diego de, 103 
Otzmal massacre, 98-99 
Oxkintok, 65, 73, 74-75, 316 
Oxlahuntikuy see Thirteen Gods of the 
Upper World 
Oxpemul, 67 

P 

painting, 250, 352, 385-88, 393, 395-97, 
399, 403-6; blue ointment, 219-20; 
brushes, 387; colors used in, 171, 306, 
332, 370, 372, 385-87; see also wall 
paintings 

Palace of the Masks, 294 
Palenque, 60, 65, 67, 180, 270, 306, 321, 
334, 349, 352, 368, 387-88; descrip¬ 
tion of, 306; Palace group, 67, 203-4, 
306, 352; Ruz discovery, i8o, 306, 
339, 352, 410-14, 460-62; Temple of 
the Cross, 67; Temple of the Inscrip¬ 
tions, 180,306,339,352 
Panama, 89, 211,415,416 
paper, 250, 459 
Paredes, Captain, 123-24 
Pasion River, 4, 9 
fati, 158,169, 174,380 
patron gods, of numerals, 206, 240, 428; 
of the katunsy 204-5, 211-12; of the 
lower world, 190-91, 203-4, 216, 229, 
243, 352; of the upper world, 190, 
203-4, 240; of the year-bearers, 213- 
16 

Paxbolon Acha, 115 
Paxbolon, Pablo, 115 

Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Eth¬ 
nology, vii, 148, 211 
Pech, 148 

people, Maya, 17-39; Asiatic origin, 24; 


birth rate, 24; census, modern, 17, 20; 
death rate, 24; diet, 31; intelligence, 
39; marriage, 160, 162; physical char¬ 
acteristics, 21, 23-24, 31, 51, 163-64, 
450; population, 262-64; psychological 
characteristics, 31-35 

Peru, 45, 128, 369, 427, 432; conquest of, 
109 

Peten, 3, 7, 9, il, 40-41, 67, 144, 195, 
368, 372, 454-55> 462; central, 7, 9, 
II, 48, 51, 60, 67-68, 184, 307; cli¬ 
mate of, II, 55, 195; depopulation of, 
69-71* 73; forests of, ii, 13, 333; soil 

of, 7* 9 

phonetic writing, 227,458-59 
physical environment, see Maya area 
pictographic writing, 227 
ficturiy 237 

Piedras Negras, 60, 63, 65, 67, 70, 184- 
85, 186, 212, 270, 306-7, 334, 349, 
368, 406, 414, 451 j stelae, 334, 339, 
420; Wall Panel 3, 67, 307, 339, 343, 
420 

Pizarro, Francisco, 109 
plague, 97 

planting stick, 129, 134 

plants, 9, II, 141-42, 449, 454 - 55 ; 

medicinal, 179 
Plumbate pottery, 89 
political organization, government 
polychrome pottery, 40-41, 60, 75, 370, 

373 - 74 * 393 * 396 
fotriyWy 171, 192-93 
Popol Vuh, 188, 255, 459 
fofolnUy 155 

population, 47, 57, 262-65, 4^6, 431, 
435; centers of, 79, 261, 294 
Postclassic stage, 40, 79-91, 94-99, 143- 
44, 225, 228, 266 
potter’s wheel, 373, 379,427 
pottery, 56, 89-91, 367-79* 393^99* 404* 
427, 462, 464; Chicanel, 315; Classic- 
stage, 368-74,379; Florescent, 372-73, 
379; Formative, 74, 368-70, 372; Las 
Charcas, 369; Miraflores, 269; origin 
of, 369* 373 ; Postclassic, 379; Puuc, 74, 
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79; Regional, 372-74; Sacatepequez, 
269; Tepeu, 74, 75, 370; Tzakol, 60, 
61, 74, 184, 370 
fozole.'^i, 176-77 
Ppustunich, 268 

Prcclassic stage, 40, 51, 55-56, 450-51 
priesthood, 45-46, 57, 87-88, 155-58, 
178-79, 206, 208-9, 225-“26, 393, 
395, 428, 430, 43437, 461; as he¬ 
reditary office, 155; development of, 
183-84, 225; fall of, 71, 73, 146, 148, 
186 

prophecies, 118, 121, 156, 157, 164, 211, 
217, 250, 254 
Proskouriakoff, Tatiana, 60 
puberty, 165-66 
Pueblo Indians, 367-68 
Pusilha, 65, 330 
fuuc, 15 

Puuc region, 75-77, 79, 88-89, 9 °, 264- 
67, 294, 324, 372, 373’"74, 460 
pyramids of Egypt, 47 
pyramid-temples, 56, 75, 180, 271, 285, 
306-7, 319, 349, 367, 460-62 
Quen Santo, 68 

Q 

quetzal, 7, 174, 351, 383, 420, 422-23 
Quetzalcoatl, 80-81, 96, 185, 202 
Quiche, 255, 422 
Quintana Roo, 3, 15, 17, 68, 73 
Quirigua, 63, 65, 67, 212, 308, 330, 332, 
334, 345, 347, 420, 451; description 
of, 308; stelae, 206, 308, 345, 347; 
zoomorphs, 206, 308 

R 

radiocarbon dating, 128, 443-44, 465 
rain forest, 9, 13 

rainfall, 4, 11, 69-70, 134, 454~55 
rebozoy 172 

Red Jaguar Throne, 286-87, 355 
Redfield, Robert, 266 
ReUcion de las cosas de Yucatan^ see Landa 
religion, 36-37, 87-88, 163, 183-226, 
427-28, 43434, 437-38, 457; cos- 


mogony, 188-91, 255, 427-28; dual¬ 
ism, 190-91; heaven and hell, 194, 
202; rise and development, 57, 60, 87, 
96, 183-85; see also ceremonies; gods 
religious pilgrimages, 91, 98, 210-II, 287 
refartirmentos^ 112,155 
reptiles, 11 

Rio Bee, 75-76, 79, 270, 373-74 
Rio Duke, 7,117 
Rio Tabasco, 102, 103 
river systems, 4, 11 
rubber, 214, 285 

Ruz Lhuillier, Alberto, v, 180, 181, 352, 
410, 414; also Palenque 

S 

Sacalum, 119-20 
sacbeob^ 158, 309-IO 
sacrifice, 185, 191-92, 201, 206, 208-11, 
214-15, 218, 220, 221, 287, 428; 
bloodletting, 185, 191-92, 214, 219, 
388; human, 85, 87, 157,159, 184-86, 
191, 201, 208-11, 214, 225, 324, 388, 
393,428 

sacrificial knife, 208—9 
sacrificial offerings, 158, 163, 182 
Sahagun, Father, 422 

St. James of the Gentlemen of Guatemala, 
117 

Salamanca, 106 
Salinas River, 4 
San Angel, 352, 365 , 

San Buenaventura, Father, 123 
San Juan Teotihuacan, 45,47, 79, 263-64, 
410 

San Luis Potosi, 17 
San Pablo and San Pedro River, 102 
San Pedro Martyr River, 9 
sandals, 169 

Sandoval, Gonzalo de, 103 

sandstone, 330; carving, 334 

Santa Elena Poco Uinic, 67 

Santa Rita Corozal, 90, 91, 96, 399, 404 

Santa Rosa Xtampak, 73, 399 

Santo Domingo Island, 100, 104 

sapote, 141-42,443 
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Sarstoon River, 9 
Satterthwaite, Linton, 451 
savannas, 7, 9, 71 
Sayil, 76, 264, 265 
Schellhas, Paul, 194 

sculpture, 57, 59-60, 84-86, 88, 89, 195, 
267-68, 271, 306-7, 321, 324, 330- 
66, 452, 4605 bas-relief, 67, 84-85, 
306; clay, 352, 365-66; phases of, 60; 
stone, 271, 333 - 34 , 339-40, 345 , 347 , 
349, 427, 461; wood, 219, 271 
Secondary Series, 230, 244, 246 
Seibal, 65,68, 334 

serpent in art, 285, 324, 347, 349, 351, 
404,410 
serraniay 15 

sex customs, 36, 167-68, 191, 193, 206, 
219 

Shook, £. M., 451 
Short Count, 246-49 
Sisia, 105 

slateware, 75, 77, 373-74 
slaves, 58, 100, lOi, 112, 149, 159-60, 
437 

social organization, 33, 34, 143-44, 178, 
436, 456-57; clans, 160, 162, 457; 
classes, 144-46, 149, 154-60, 174-7S. 
434 

soil, 7, 9, 13,15,129, 135-36,453-55 
Sotuta, 98, 112,148, 268 
Spanish Conquest, 33, 91, 96, 97-99, 186, 
379; of Peten, 114-27; of Yucatan, 
7^80, 97, 100-113, 453 
Spanish language, 21 
Spinden correlation, 443-44, 465 
spinning, 380-81 
spoils of war, 104, 107, 159,404 
standard bearers, 85, 347, 349 
stars and constellations, 2 5 8-60 
Steggerda, Morris, 31,139 
stelae, 63, 73, 132, 299, 307-9, 332-34' 
339> 345-4B, 385, 452i cult, 65, 67- 
68; frequency of, 66; distribution of, 
64; oldest known, 52, 55, 59, 184, 299 
Stephens, John L., vi-vii, 351,460 
Steward, Julian, 43 2-3 3,43 5 


stucco, 352, 461; masks, 56, 462; model¬ 
ing, 321, 330, 352 

suicides, 194; Ixchel, goddess of, 202—3 
superstitions, 37-39, 179-80, 182, 213, 
216, 219, 320 

Supplementary Series, 244, 430 

T 

Tabasco, 3, 17, 74, 89, 103, 109, 114-15* 
160, 365, 372 
taboos, 160, 162 
Tajin, 79 

tattooing, 166, 171-72, 174, 372 
Tayasal, 116, 117-21, 124-27, 148, 225- 
26 

Tayasal-Flores, 68 
Tazes, Province of, 112 
Tecoh, 98,148 

Temple of the Jaguars, 351, 399, 404,422 
Temple of the Warriors, 349, 399, 404, 
452, 457 * 463 

temples, 257-58, 263-64, 319-20; 

ground plans, 318-20; round, 84; see 
also pyramid-temples 
Tenciz, 117 

Tenochtitlan, 114-15, 236, 457 
Tenosique, 115 

Teotihuacan, see San Juan Teotihuacan 
Testera, Fray Jacobo de, 109-10 
Tetlepanquetzal, 114-15 
textiles, 141, 211, 250, 380-81, 383-84, 
4 ^ 3 * 463 

Thirteen Gods of the Upper World, 190, 
203-4, 240 
T’ho, see Merida 
Thompson, J. Eric S., 71 
Tibolon, 98 
Ticul, 149 

Tikal, 52, 68, 122, 209-10, 262, 268, 
333 - 34 , 349 , 35 *, 4 * 7 , 45 M descrip¬ 
tion of, 271; Stela 4, 334-3'5; temples, 
271 

Tila, 67 

time, records of, 57, 236-38, 256-60,435 
Tipu, 119-21 
Tlaloc figure in art, 84 
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Tlatilco, 45 

Toltccs, 77, 79-91, 94-96, Z66-67, 379, 

439 . 45 * 

Tonina, 65, 67, 268, 308, 330, 334 
tools, 129-30,134,330-31,414,426-27, 
434 

tortillas, 90,175-77 
totem ism, 162 
Tozzer, Alfred M., 20 
trade, 76, 89, 160, 374, 416, 426, 431; 
in slaves, 159-60 

travel, modes of, 46, 89, 96, 122, 123-24, 
399, 404, 426, 427 
tree rings, dating by, 70, 367-68 
Troy Ortolano, Juan de, 251 
tropical growth, 69, 70 
Trujillo, 107 
Tuchicaan, 111 
Tula, 80, 83, 85, 88 

Tulum, 73, 90, 95, 96, 102, 193, 316, 
399, 404, 452 
tun, 237 
tuples, 15 5 

Tuff Kak ceremony, 220 
turquoise, sources of, 895 used in mosaics, 
286-87,415 
Tutul Xlu,see Xius 
Tuxtla Statuette, 48, 450 
Tzeltal, 162 

Tzibanche, 65,68, 73; Temple VII, 351 
Tzimin Chac, 118 
Tzocchen, 270 

tzolkin, 163, 230-31, 234-35, 243,429 
tzomfantli (skull rack), 84, 324, 329 

U 

u kahlay hatunoh, 255 
Uaxactun, 48, 63, 67, 68, 184, 212, 261- 
62, 299-300, 306, 315, 316, 333, 365- 
66, 368, 387, 393, 410, 427, 45459> 
description of, 299-300, 306; Stela 9, 
52, 55, 242, 299; temples, 56, 180, 
299-300, 315, 387 
uinal, 237 
Ulua, 160 
Ulua River, 106 


University of Pennsylvania, 340, 451 
Uolantun, 63 

Ursua, Martin de, 120, 121,123-27 
Usumacinta River, 4,15 
Usumacinta Valley, 40,65, 144, 306, 316 
Uxmal, 76, 88, 91, 143-44, 148-49, 264, 
265, 268, 270, 293-94, 349, 351, 427; 
abandonment of, 148; description of, 
293-94; House of the Magician, 293- 
94, 297, 347; Nunnery Quadrangle, 
293, 295-96; Palace of the Governor, 
149, 160, 288; stelae, 347 
Uxul, 65 

V 

Valdivia, loo-ioi 
vase painting, 370, 393’*95> 399 
Vasquez, Alfredo Barrera, 21 
vege!table(s, 134-35, 140-42, 267; see 
also corn 

Velasquez, Diego de, 101,104 
Venus (planet), 230, 258-60, 276, 429 
Veracruz, 17, 44, 79, 80, 89-90, 91, 109 
Villagutierre Soto-Mayor, 97 
volcanoes, 4, 7 
vulture in art, 84 

W 

wall paintings, 91, 94, 208-9, 3^0, 306, 

393 * 399 , 403-4 

warfare, 45, 58, 70, 102, 105, 123-26, 
154, 404,418 

warriors, 154, 194, 195, 221, 404 
water, sources of, 15, 77, 89, 264-65, 373, 
460 

weapons, 84, 85, 94, 105, 124-25, 146, 

383.419 

weather forecasting, 57 
weaving, 268, 380-81, 383-84, 463; see 
also textiles 

Well of Sacrifice at Chichen Itza, 98, 185, 
210-11, 287 
Whorf, Benjamin, 458 
Wells, H.G., 227 
Willey, Gordon R,, v, 464 
women, 166-68, 194, 215, 379, 393; 
work of, 90, 163,166-67, 175-77, 381 
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wood, kinds of, 9, 13, 141-42, 219, 250, 
333; carving, 219, 330, 349, 351 
writing, 46, 88, 156, 195-96, 227-30, 
249-50, 254-55, 428-29, 458-59» de¬ 
velopment of, 51, 55; earliest, 51-52, 
I95» 33OJ ideographic, 227-28; 
phonetic, 227; pictographic, 227 

X 

xamachy 175-76 
Xaman Ek, 200, 201, 206 
Xamanha, 105, 106 
Xamantun, 67,68 
Xculoc, 422 
Xelha, 104,105, 106 
Xicalanco, 103,106 
Xiu, Francisco Montejo, 149 
Xiu, Nemesio, 149 

Xius, 98-99, 107, 108, iio-ii, 148-49 

xiuhmolfilliy 236 

Xochicalco, 79 

Xultun, 65, 68, 347, 349 

Y 

Yaxchilan, 60, 65, 67, 122, 270, 306-7, 
334, 340, 388; lintels, 67, 206; Stela 
II, 146; temples, 203, 307 


Yaxha, 65 

Yaxuna, 74, 309-10 
year, see calendar, year; tzolkm ; haab 
year-bearers, 234—36, 253-54 
Yucatan, 3, 13, 15-16, 17,41,45,73,80, 
87, 88, 97, 130, 135, 139-40, 143-44) 
195, 263, 266-67, 372-74) 404, 415) 
450, 462; conquest of, lOO— 113 
Yucatan Peninsula, 3, 13, 15-16, 52, 58, 
65, 67, 132, 140-42, 251, 387, 420, 
454-56; soil of, 13, 129,455 
Yum Cimil, 200 
Yum Kaax, 198 

Z 

zacan^ I75“77 
Zacualpa, 368 
Zaculeu, 368 
Zama, 102 

zero, Maya conception of, 237, 240,429 

Ziyancaan Bakhalal, 78 

zodiac, 260 

zoomorphs, 308, 354 

Zubiaur, Pedro dq, 123-24 

Zucthok, 123 

Zuyua, language of, 88 
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